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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Let the Good Times Roll 
 
    Sheriff Thaddeus Fry whistled a festive melody as he walked down the main street of Darklanding. “I haven’t drawn my blaster for almost a week.” 
 
    “That is muchly goodly good.” Mast Jotham, the deputy of Darklanding, swung his legs and pumped his arms to imitate Thad. “This is how you walk. Just like this. I am rightly right is what they say.” 
 
    Thad tilted his head in partial agreement, not sure why he was in such a good mood. The Mother Lode had been so crowded he couldn’t get a drink last night. Dixie’s girls hadn’t even looked at him. Shaunte never left her office or answered his messages. 
 
    She had to be rolling in money. Darklanding had never been this successful.  He’d heard that P. C. Dickles, the mining foreman, was offering unlimited overtime to sober workers who had all of their certifications up to date. The man had even quit bothering him about the Calico. 
 
    He stopped across from the Mother Lode. “I’m not sure we can get in the front way. Look at that crowd. The building is literally rocking.” 
 
    An overweight dog that bore a strong resemblance to a pig lifted his head when he saw Thaddeus and Mast. Moments later, he trotted down the steps, weaving between the legs of miners, dockworkers, and crew from laid-over ships—the last being the rarest of occurrences on Ungwilook. SagCon never deadheaded a ship by sending it to the planet empty and neither did they let one sit idle when it could be transporting goods.  
 
    The problem was traffic congestion. 
 
    “Come on, Maximus. Let’s head to the training lot,” Thaddeus said, although he had no intention of exercising. The habit was hard to keep up. The more he let it slip, the easier it became to find important work to do elsewhere.  
 
    What he needed was peace and quiet. 
 
    He strolled around the corner of the building to the vacant lot where he kept oversized tractor tires, weighted objects of all shapes and sizes, and sleds he could drag to strengthen his legs and cardiovascular system. 
 
    Men and women cavorted on his DIY gymnasium. Two or three of them were even Ungloks—uncommon in mixed company. Whatever they were drinking appeared to be homemade and potent. 
 
    Thad strode forward, taking off his battered fire coat and swinging it like he was shooing away rodents. “Get the hell out of here!” 
 
    “We can be here!” a man protested. 
 
    “The hell you can,” Thaddeus said. He dropped one hand toward his blaster. 
 
    Mast moved to his left flank, finding the perfect angle to support Thad if things went bad. The Unglok was not a natural warrior, but he was learning. Maximus trotted over and started growling. 
 
    “Let’s go, Donald. That’s the sheriff. He’s a hard case. Worse than them TerroCom soldiers,” another man said. 
 
    Men and women argued and complained. Some laughed and joked and showed rude things to Thaddeus and his deputy. He stood stoically and watched them go. 
 
    Mast peeled down his jumpsuit and set his gun belt to one side. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    “I am preparing to get stronger. Is that not why we made everyone leave, so that we might exercise?” Mast asked. 
 
    “Put your gear back on. It doesn’t matter what we’re doing here, only that they leave. This is our field and they’re not going to trespass.” 
 
    “Darklanding is muchly busy since the new mining discoveries. My people have never seen piles of exotics waiting to be transported,” Mast said. “Even my people have more SagCon credits than they can use, and stockpiles of digital credits, which they cannot use.” 
 
    Thad stared at the street between his private domain and the Mother Lode. The line was around the corner. “That’s because it’s a boomtown now.” 
 
    Mast whistled, nearly piercing Thad’s ears and causing Maximus to howl. The tall Unglok hitched up his belt, yelled something that was probably supposed to be human slang, then spat on the ground like a ranch hand. “Miss Shaunte will be muchly happy at all this money.” 
 
    Thaddeus and Mast ran off several more groups from the vacant lot. Music thundered from the Mother Lode, and the street reeked of urine and vomit. “I changed my mind. We’re going inside.” 
 
    He went to the front and climbed the stairs two at a time. A bouncer he’d never seen before held up a hand for him to stop. 
 
    “Put that hand away if you want to keep it. I’m the sheriff.” 
 
    “Sorry, Sheriff. Rules are rules.” 
 
    Thaddeus walked straight into the part-time bouncer, full-time heavy-machine operator. He seemed like a decent, hard-working man, and probably new to Darklanding. Thaddeus timed his steps, then slammed his shoulder into the man and knocked him off his feet. 
 
    “Don’t ever get in my way again,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “You are muchly being an asshole,” Mast said. 
 
    Maximus huffed several times, then farted. 
 
    Thad wanted to defend himself, explain what it meant to look weak in this environment, but he abandoned the argument because it sounded lame. He wasn’t sure what else he could do. He understood enforcing the law on Darklanding now required a platoon of professionally-trained military police officers. He wasn’t a platoon and neither was he professionally trained, not for this job. 
 
    A quarter of an hour later, he shouldered his way to his normal place at the bar. Several of the new patrons, off-worlders, stared at him resentfully. 
 
    “I would muchly not trifle with him. He is being a big asshole today.” Mast punched his right fist into his left hand. 
 
    Maximus nosed one of the intruders hard in the leg until all of them retreated. “Snort, snort, snort!” 
 
    Thaddeus leaned on the bar and motioned for a whiskey. 
 
    “Hold on, I want to see this!” Leslie shouted. She jumped on the bar and slammed one high-heeled boot down until everyone shut up. 
 
    “I still can’t believe you risked your life and your career to confirm such a discovery. This will bring wealth and prosperity to people who could never hope for such a lucky break before now,” the news commentator, Tanya Acadia, said. “What was it like to be falsely accused of such…well, shall we say…unspeakable crimes?”  
 
    “Well, first let me tell you, it’s really great to be here. I appreciate the interview by a real journalist who understands how to do her due diligence and report facts,” LeClerc said. 
 
    The woman, a seasoned reporter, blushed slightly and leaned toward him. “I appreciate that, Mister LeClerc.” 
 
    She seemed about to ask another question, but LeClerc pressed forward, ignoring her nonverbal cues. “No problem, no problem at all. I’m used to being a celebrity and of course that makes me a target. What most people don’t understand about Darklanding is the unfettered corruption there. Especially in the law enforcement community. I don’t really want to sound like I’m complaining or name names, but a certain sheriff there thinks it’s the Wild West. He’s above the law. Even though no one wanted to make a complaint, he fabricated this entire investigation.” 
 
    “That really is a shame,” the reporter said. She seemed to have lost some interest in the man’s charm but was still going to get her story. “Are you telling me that one man runs the entire law enforcement operation?” 
 
    “Sad, isn’t it? Especially when it’s an egomaniacal lunatic. He actually challenged me to a race and then tried to kill me.” 
 
    Tanya Acadia perked up at this potential scandal. “Are you sure about that, LeClerc? Reports had that you performed far below your usual ability. There are rumors of drug use and other problems.” 
 
    “Other problems? I’m not sure I like what you’re insinuating. I’ve been the undisputed galactic champion for over five standard years. This sheriff cheated and threatened me.” 
 
    “Well, Mister LeClerc. Your critics might, and actually have, pointed out that you sound like a poor loser. And this isn’t your first scandal involving young women,” she said. 
 
    “Baseless rumors and false accusations. I believe we discussed this in the pre-show meeting. Certain topics are not at issue here,” LeClerc said. 
 
    Thaddeus finished his shot, then slammed the glass on the bar. 
 
    “He is not rightly muchly telling the truth,” Mast said. 
 
    The interview continued. 
 
    “Okay, let’s move on from your personal life for now.” 
 
    “Miss Tonya, you sound like you’re offended. Have I said something inappropriate? I have the utmost respect for women journalists,” LeClerc said. 
 
    Acadia stared frozen daggers at him. The moment dragged out for several seconds. In modern news media, that was millions of dollars of dead air. “So let’s talk about these resources you claim to have found.” 
 
    “Wait, did I miss something?” LeClerc asked. “When we started this interview, you were praising me. Now you doubt me? We may have to go to commercial break so I can speak with my agent.” 
 
    Someone cranked up the Darklanding auto-piano. Drunks roared with laughter. Leslie tried to quiet them, to no avail. Thaddeus watched her strutting around, threatening men twice her size. 
 
    He drank another whiskey. 
 
    Pierre leaned his elbows on the bar and spoke loudly enough for Thaddeus to hear him over the noise of the saloon patrons. “I really don’t like that guy, but he’s sent a lot of money this way.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were hurting for income,” Thaddeus said. He motioned for a third whiskey. 
 
    “You probably have enough to pay for this, with all the overtime Shaunte’s been paying you and your deputy, but you don’t normally drink three in a row. Maybe I should cut you off,” Pierre said. 
 
    “All I know is that I put a sociopath in jail and now he’s free, and not only that, he’s telling lies on the galactic news net.” 
 
    Pierre shrugged and went to wait on other patrons. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shaunte buzzed the door open, barely looking up from her work. She had three screens active. One displayed a map of Darklanding divided into zones for different types of business and industry. Another contained applications for business charters and other legal documents. The third was a shopping site with all of the fashions she hoped to cram into her closet. 
 
    “What exactly do you want help with?” Pierre said, leaning down to see what was on the screens. 
 
    “I have a half-dozen applications for new saloons and brothels,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “You can’t do that,” Pierre said. Sweat beaded on his forehead where there had been only smugness at her discomfort. “The Mother Lode is the only saloon and brothel on Darklanding. I have it in my contract.” 
 
    “Your contract grants you noncompete status for the first two years of the operation. That is long expired. It also gives you the option to purchase an extension, which you have not,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “Well, that’s easy. I’ll buy one now. I have more than enough liquid assets to do so,” Pierre said. 
 
    “It’s too late. A license for a second establishment has already been purchased. It was done very cleverly. As a rider on another business plan.” She hesitated, letting him squirm for a moment. “But if I had seen their true intent, I’m not sure that I would have denied them. Competition is good for business.” 
 
    “Not for my business!” 
 
    “There is a chance you might minimize the damage. You can purchase the other four zones and do with them what you will,” Shaunte said. 
 
    Pierre’s face turned bright red. He balled his fists and cursed at her. 
 
    “I advise you to settle down or I will call the sheriff,” she said. 
 
    “The sheriff is at my bar drinking my whiskey! I can’t believe you would do this to me, and Dixie, and all of the other employees.” 
 
    “You mean prostitutes?” 
 
    “Prostitution is legal here! You’re such a hypocrite,” Pierre said. “All you care about is money.” 
 
    Shaunte crossed her arms. “Let’s back up and dig into that last statement.” 
 
    Pierre’s chest rose and fell, but he didn’t speak. 
 
    “I might consider waiving the fees for the four other zones, or even designating them non-entertainment sectors.” Shaunte walked to the corner of her desk, moving a digital tablet around as though distracted. When she again met his gaze, he had calmed down some and was paying attention. “Several of my operations will need managers. I require lawyers I don’t have and shrewd legal minds.” 
 
    “One does not require the other.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Shaunte knew the answer but was setting him up. 
 
    “I may not be a lawyer, but I can help you,” he said. 
 
    Shaunte smiled and stepped even closer. He shifted backward nervously. 
 
    “So I can count on you, Pierre. When things get tough, you’ll keep my interests equal to your own?” 
 
    Pierre swallowed. “Yes, Miss Plastes. I think we understand each other.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Thad hurried along the side of the warehouse with Mast behind him, hoping his deputy was not pointing a blaster at his back or going to succumb to one of his coughing fits. Or squeezing the trigger of said blaster out of nervousness. He gripped his own weapon with both hands, pointing it down as he ran. Maximus loped ahead and stopped before the wide service entrance. 
 
    “We are muchly almost there!” Mast gasped as he ran crouched behind Thad. “Very muchly, I say.” 
 
    Thad stopped at the corner of the bay entrance. His informants, Tia and the young Pierre in this case, assured him this operation wasn’t affiliated with ShadEcon or other organized crime. “We are about to find out,” he muttered. 
 
    “Wait. What are we finding out only now that our blasters are drawn?” Mast asked. 
 
    “The quality of our intelligence. Been nice knowing you, partner.” 
 
    “I am not bigly fond of your jokes.” 
 
    Maximus hopped on his front feet and bounced side-to-side with happy excitement. 
 
    “What did we discuss in the briefing?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    Mast shifted uncomfortably. He kept his eyes on the doorway they were about to go through. “There will be three human men inside and one woman. All of the men are idiots. The woman may also be an idiot and will use her womanly wiles to avoid prosecution. First, she will...” 
 
    “No need to go into all that,” Thaddeus said. “None of them have any military training, or any training as far as I can tell. Somewhere along the line, they failed to pick up the free education required for most gainful employment.” 
 
    “Yes, this is because they are lazy mother…” 
 
    “Mast, watch your language.” 
 
    The Unglok blushed. “I will never get the hang of your many profane expressions.” 
 
    Thaddeus was about to say more when two men exploded from the doorway, wrestling each other into the street. 
 
    “Kiss my ass, Donnie! She’s my girlfriend!” 
 
    “She’s both our cousins, wiener-smacker!” 
 
    Thaddeus held one finger up to his lip for silence and then jerked his head toward the doorway. The entire might of the Darklanding law enforcement organization slipped unseen into the building. 
 
    Unregistered materials loomed all the way to the ceiling in giant stacks of surprisingly well-organized contraband. The lighting was another matter. Naked bulbs swung from extension cords. Enormous fans pushed air around the room from the opposite loading bay. 
 
    In one room was a workbench. A half-clothed woman leaned on one corner. The older brother of the Chandler crew leaned close to her, whispering sweet nothings. Or perhaps swooning drunkenly. 
 
    Art Chandler was the largest of the three, broad-shouldered and thick with muscle. He also had a soft gut and little ambition to improve himself. He looked over his shoulder at the approach of the intruders, clearly annoyed and ready to fight. 
 
    His expression changed when he saw Thaddeus, Mast, and the pig-dog. He stood and spread his placating hands. The woman, Lexa, pulled up the front of her shirt slightly and backed into a shadow. 
 
    “Hey there, Sheriff. What brings you around here? My brothers were just doing a little trespassing. Don’t know nothing about all this stuff here. Matter-of-fact, we were just about to come and report it. Weren’t we, Lexa?” 
 
    The young woman was clearly annoyed at being drawn back into this situation. She stepped forward, dragging innocence out of the darkness and pulling it down over her sly face like a shroud. “Uh, huh. That’s just what we’re about to do. Thanks for checking on us, Sheriff.” 
 
    Donnie and Pete Chandler stomped into the room, knuckles scraped and fat lips bleeding. Neither wore shirts under their rolled-down jumpsuits. Cheap tattoos covered Donnie’s chest with the lone exception of a professionally done holo-tat of a weasel. 
 
    “Why the rat? Why not have the women on your chest done in a holo-tattoo?” Thad asked as they tried to encircle him. 
 
    “It’s a weasel!” 
 
    Thad decked him, pivoted on the balls of his feet, and smacked Pete across the face with the barrel of his blaster. “You’re the weasel, Donnie. Shouldn’t mess with guard dogs.” 
 
    Donnie and Pete rallied. 
 
    “Get ‘em, Pete!” 
 
    “Get ‘em, Donnie!” 
 
    Mast drew a second blaster and covered Art and Lexa. “Not muchly moving, I think.” 
 
    The smart half of the criminal enterprise backed away with hands raised. 
 
    Maximus blindsided Pete. The animal never barked a warning. His hoof-toed feet clattered as he moved, but Thaddeus was the only person with enough situational awareness to know what the animal was doing. Once Maximus slammed into the small-time smuggler, it was another story. 
 
    “Ahhh! Ahhh! Get it the hell off me!” Pete screamed. 
 
    While this was occurring, Thad was busy as well. He feinted left, then brought his right boot up into Donnie’s groin. The man stopped breathing for several seconds and remained in the fetal position throughout the encounter. 
 
    “Hey, hey, hey,” Art said. “We give up. You got us red-handed. Don’t you think that is a little much?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Sheriff Fry.” Lexa traced her re-exposed cleavage with one finger. “I’m a bad girl. Are you going to put me in handcuffs?” 
 
    Maximus continued to savage Pete. 
 
    “Ahh! Ahh! Ahh! Get this thing— Ahh!” 
 
    “Maximus, cuddle,” Thad said. 
 
    Already situated on Pete’s chest, the animal licked his face several times before curling into a ball for a faux nap. 
 
    “Can’t breathe,” Pete said. 
 
    Thad shrugged. He tossed plastic zip ties to Art. “You handcuff her. Then your brothers.” 
 
    Art complied as Lexa pouted. “He’s not going for it. Stop acting like a slut.” 
 
    “Screw you, asshole. Maybe next time you show your tits to the assayer.” 
 
    Art ignored his cousin-girlfriend. “What’s the fine, Sheriff? Keeping in mind I think Pete already paid his fair share feeding your animal.” 
 
    Maximus snarled. 
 
    “Well, Art Chandler, it isn’t your lucky day. I’m in a zero-tolerance frame of mind. There’s too much action in Darklanding. Need to make some examples,” Thad said. 
 
    “What’s the fine?” Art’s voice and his manner went as cold and level as a gunfighter’s. 
 
    “The fine is everything. All the stock. All your personal assets. All your freedom if you don’t get off the planet in twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Can’t get off the planet without money, assets, or prospects,” Art said. 
 
    “Show someone your tits,” Thad said to Art. 
 
    Lexa snorted a laugh. 
 
    Art swung his fist. Thad hammered his forearm into the man’s wrist. An instant later, he jabbed him in the throat with his other hand. 
 
    Art went down choking and holding his throat. 
 
    “Who’s next?” Thad asked. 
 
    Mast leaned closer, his pistols still pointed forward. “This is muchly heavy-handed.” 
 
    “No choice, Mast. We’re living in the Wild West now. I wasn’t lying about setting an example.” Thad stalked toward Donnie, who was backing away. 
 
    “Are you going to start hanging people?” Mast asked, following the script better than Thad could have hoped for. 
 
    “Might have to if these turd clusters don’t get a clue.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Penelope Fry-Grigman, SagCon Retired, parked her air-bike near the pathetic shack her former partner seemed to believe was a “cabin in the canyon.”  
 
    The wind blew dust across her boots, and tugged on her dark red hair, her cloak, and the scarf she used to keep the grit of Ungwilook out of her mouth. She paused to examine the horizon for TerroCom patrols. Her former handler promised movements of the new unit was restricted to the other side of the planet. 
 
    This was something she doubted. SagCon playing by the rules? Military control kept in the hands of a representative government rather than the power elite? She doubted it. She’d be writing her name in Ungwilook snow before that happened. 
 
    The shack was round, like a large fuel can accidentally dropped in the middle of the sand. She scouted the area and found a decent well. Also a perimeter of half-completed foxholes with neatly rolled camouflage netting secured in weatherproof go-bags. With effort—and a squad of trained soldiers—this little plot of wasteland could be defended against a sizable force. 
 
    “You never fail to surprise me, Michael Sledge.” She stood at the door to the modified fuel tank.  
 
    “Around back,” came a voice. 
 
    She strode around the place to find that the back of the can-house had been cut away to make a porch with an awning. Sledge sat on a recliner with his feet up and a drink in his hand. A beard reached for his neckline. He wasn’t wearing a shirt or long pants. 
 
    “What are you drinking?” she asked. 
 
    “Tigi,” he said. “An Unglok drink. Not good for humans.” 
 
    “What’s it taste like?” she asked. 
 
    “Sugar-glazed skunk ass,” he said, slurring his words. “SagCon send you to drag me back, invoke my reserve contractor status, and steal my retirement if I refuse?” 
 
    “No. I’m retired.” 
 
    “Then have a drink.” 
 
    “Not interested.” 
 
    “Then what the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “Cleaning you up. Taking you to town,” she said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re better than this.” 
 
    Sledge leaned onto one butt cheek and made a face.  
 
    “Don’t you shit yourself, Sledge. We’re not partners anymore. I don’t have to put up with your crudity.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “Just feel so relaxed out here. Why would I want to go to Darklanding? Out here, I can watch the sky for TerroCom. You know they’re on the other side of the planet building up for a takeover, right?” 
 
    “Since when did you start believing conspiracy theories?” she asked. 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “You were a good soldier, Sledge. A good investigator. A good man,” she said. 
 
    “What does any of that matter?” Sledge said as he lifted a small glass of Tigi. 
 
    “It might matter to Dixie. Or the other girls.” 
 
    Sledge grunted as he sat up. The effort took more time than it should have. 
 
    “There’s going to be new saloons and a new brothel. Lots of stuff happening in Darklanding right now. Boomtowns are always dangerous, especially if you’re fighting off up-and-comers,” she said. 
 
    Sledge looked at her with suddenly clear eyes. She had his attention now. They both knew what could happen in a border town without law. 
 
      
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER TWO 
 
    No Unjustified Gallivanting 
 
    Shaunte faced the wall screen she had purchased for her office and massaged her face. She pushed her hands through her hair, slowly, squeezing as hard as she could to revive her scalp and distract her from worried thoughts. What she needed was a neck massage. Darklanding was thriving, but she wouldn’t trust anyone here to touch her. No happy endings for Shaunte. All she wanted was invigoration so she could get back to work. 
 
    Money poured into her business and private accounts. She could almost tolerate the sound of air hammers, front loaders, and all the other construction tools being used day and night around the spaceport. 
 
    “Computer, log me into space traffic control. Use my voice authentication for authorization.” She waited. Several minutes passed. Her new hardware was state-of-the-art, but tapping into the complex network of mini space stations and their necessary link to space and air traffic control was a laborious process. As it probably should be, she thought. 
 
    She was browsing through one of her digital clothing catalogs when she realized the screen was showing space lines. “Oh my goodness.” 
 
    Hundreds of ships sat idle. This was one of her father’s cardinal rules: no transport ship should have dead time. They were for moving cargo and if they weren’t moving goods, they should be loading or unloading cargo. She couldn’t believe the traffic congestion. 
 
    She asked the controller a few intelligent questions, things she had practiced in advance so she wouldn’t sound like an idiot. All of it confirmed what she saw at a glance. 
 
    Some of the ships were purposefully loitering beyond the control ring. One of the ships she recognized. Cornelius Vandersun’s infamous Red Can held court just beyond the planet’s gravity well. The man probably didn’t want to bow to local transportation bureaucracy when he controlled ninety percent of all movement on the galactic level. Other ships might travel, but none of them did without his software or his permission. 
 
    The faster ships were always piloted by him or one of his protégés. Shaunte thought about the man’s granddaughter, a young woman who had been on Darklanding and was now likely to find a place in his business empire. Shaunte tried not to be jealous. That kind of wealth and power was unimaginable. 
 
    “Computer, please hail the Red Can,” Shaunte said. “And please revert to a business neutral voice.” It wouldn’t do for her computer to sound like a polite version of Thaddeus Fry. 
 
    The computers of traffic control and the Red Can spoke for several minutes, each of them making excuses about atmospheric conditions and planetary alignment slowing down the transmissions. Shaunte could never prove this, of course. She merely felt as though computers were having their way with the conversation. 
 
    “Good morning, Miss Plastes,” an elderly gentleman in a meticulous spacesuit said to the camera. 
 
    “Good morning, Cornelius.” The man looked amazing for his years, although no amount of genetic massaging and rejuvenation could erase all the effects years and galactic travel had caused his physical body. His youth was in his eyes and his confidence. 
 
    She smoothed her expensive pantsuit and lifted her chin toward the camera. “Would you kindly contact my traffic control experts and follow their instructions? You’re setting a bad example. The congestion would lessen if you were seen in compliance.” 
 
    He smiled like a grandfather, his elegant mustache and bright blue eyes reminding her of a mythological wise man. Or maybe a gunslinger. 
 
    She exhaled. “All right, I’ll play along. What can I do to make this worth your while?” 
 
    His good humor appeared genuine. Her father had told her this man could be an ally. Maybe a friend. Her father had also warned her not to trust him.  
 
    “I require a considerable volume of fuel and exotics for the next leg of my exploration,” he said. “The stock markets are crazy over the exotics coming from Darklanding. This seems like an excellent place to refuel, if the price could be made right for an old friend of the family.” 
 
    Shaunte needed something to hold over him, a bargaining chip that didn’t yet exist. She nodded. “We can begin negotiations. I’m sure they can be found in your favor. I do need, however, an act of good faith.” 
 
    “Anything, my dear. Just say the word.” 
 
    “Great. Please take your proper place in the space traffic control lanes as designated by my local navigators. You will be accorded respect appropriate to your rank, social status, and contributions to space exploration and transportation,” she said. Ending the conversation was a small victory. She only wished she was confident the final victory would be hers. 
 
    “I can do that, Miss Plastes. Have a wonderful day.” 
 
    She ended the connection, then fixed her gaze on the far side of her office. The moment lasted until she found something interesting in her favorite catalog. Deep, tactical thoughts later. “Now, it is girl time.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Andronik ran at the head of a gang of children. He didn’t understand young humans and thought they were fragile despite their big bones and strong muscles. He tried to keep one or two with his crew. Most times, it ended poorly, but he wanted to be more like Sheriff Thaddeus. The sheriff worked with anyone—rich, poor, or nonhuman, it didn’t matter. Loyalty was important. Talent and honor was rewarded. 
 
    Human kids could get into places. The younger ones in particular could quite literally open doors for Andronik. 
 
    The depopulated areas of the old village had long been his domain after his chores. Unglok children were encouraged to busy themselves in places where the adults no longer lived. It was an efficient way to learn exploration and become self-sufficient. Or at least Andronik believed that was why they were always telling him to go outside and play. 
 
    He faced a maze of rubble. Bulldozers driven by humans cleared a lot, grinding the rubble into gravel until another vehicle poured a black, tar-like substance over it.  
 
    He’d seen this before. The first time, he’d believed they were creating the foundation for a building of questionable stability. Now he understood this was only a place they could park larger and more destructive machines. 
 
    “Come, Andronik. Let’s see the explosions,” Bobby said. 
 
    Andronik raced ahead of his human friend and picked a spot on top of a debris pile. He stepped carefully on one rock after another, grabbing onto fallen support beams to steady himself. Other kids followed and let him pick the safest route. Soon, they were all crouched in a semicircle watching the show. 
 
    On the other side of a vacant lot, engineers rigged buildings for collapse. Andronik believed they were skipping safety protocols. “Hold your ears!” 
 
    Seconds later, the explosion knocked two of the smaller Ungloks off the debris pile. 
 
    “Wow!” the children chorused. 
 
    Andronik stood before the others. “Let’s go watch the human mating rituals.” 
 
    They ran through town. Andronik realized something was wrong. Many street sections before the Mother Lode, he saw women dressed like Dixie’s girls. But they weren’t Dixie’s girls. They gathered around an incomplete building and had special conversations with men who were more than willing to pay. 
 
    “These girls are wearing less than Dixie’s girls. I didn’t know that was possible!” Bobby said. “I wonder why so many of them have whips and chains.” 
 
    “They’re human. Who knows why they do this not muchly sensible stuff,” Andronik said. 
 
    Bobby shrugged. 
 
    “I think I need to tell Dixie or Shaunte,” Andronik said.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Thaddeus, that is an order,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “Well, since you asked so nicely, I’ll see what I can do,” he said. 
 
    “You will stay in Darklanding and enforce the law. Your contract obligates you to protect SagCon’s financial interests. What part of your duty don’t you understand?” she asked. 
 
    “The part where you micromanage me. Did we get married while I wasn’t looking?” 
 
    Shaunte crossed her arms and harrumphed. 
 
    “Tapping your foot doesn’t scare me,” Thad said. 
 
    “It should!” 
 
    A roar went up from the crowd downstairs. The entire building shook. 
 
    “Do we have a live band down there?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    Thaddeus nodded. “I think they’re called The Orange Raptor Polkadot or something. Heavy-metal Manilow, whatever that is.” 
 
    Shaunte shook her head. “Never mind that. Tell me about this incident at the warehouse.” 
 
    “Totally harmless. I called Maximus off right away,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “There’s a problem with Maximus?” 
 
    “No problem. Smugglers and bootleggers. They steal money from SagCon,” Thad said. 
 
    “What’s it have to do with Maximus?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Then why did you start the conversation with a dog attack?” 
 
    “Not really a dog…” 
 
    “Whatever. Why didn’t I know about these smugglers and bootleggers? When were you going to tell me someone was stealing from me?” 
 
    Thaddeus glanced out the window, stalling for time. “A lot of people are stealing from you. I didn’t want to bring it up until I could prove it and had the problem solved.” 
 
    “I can’t say I mind that last part. It’s nice to get good news once in a while,” she said. The crowd roared, pulsating with the music vibrating the floorboards. “Can you make them shut up?” 
 
    Thaddeus shook his head and presented his report to Shaunte. She looked at it. 
 
    “This much? How am I losing this much without knowing?” 
 
    “You would’ve never noticed it. With the money you’re making lately, that’s just a drop in the bucket. The Chandler crew was so incompetent, Maximus could’ve rounded them up by himself.” 
 
    Shaunte scrolled screen after screen on the tablet and shook her head. 
 
    “I have seven men and two women in lockup for fighting. Fourteen cases of unlicensed prostitution. Two vehicle thefts. A burglary. Even a pedestrian violation. My statistics for this month have increased quite a bit.” 
 
    She didn’t look up. “So, all that overtime I’m paying you is money well spent.” She mumbled figures to herself as she read them. 
 
    “I need to go back to Transport Canyon and examine the race course. There is more to this discovery than a fresh vein of exotic material,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    She made a hand motion that indicated for him to do whatever he wanted, then caught herself, looking up in alarm. “You give me these numbers and describe Darklanding in chaos, then want to play in the desert?” 
 
    “I can’t get into it right now, but you really want me to take care of this issue.” 
 
    She exhaled in frustration and stomped on the floor. “I want you to make this noise stop!” 
 
    “I’ll handle it on my way out. Also, at the bottom of that list, you’ll see several complaints from various residents of Darklanding. Use of force stuff. They all signed the waiver when they came here. All they have to do to avoid trouble is obey the law,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “I don’t care how you get it done, just get it done. And no gallivanting.” 
 
    “Only official business.” 
 
    She put down the tablet and crossed her arms, facing him with a hundred and fifteen pounds of attitude. “No. Gallivanting.” 
 
    “You’re the boss, Miss Plastes.” 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder. I need you here to restore order. Stay here. Do your job.” 
 
    Thaddeus nodded assent to one or all of her orders and backed out of the room. 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Star Jumper 
 
    Flying into or out of Darklanding became more problematic every day. With an unlimited budget and the right resources—his own air force basically—he would crackdown on air traffic violations. Moving from point A to point B these days was worse than a combat operation. Once he sailed out above Transport Canyon, he relaxed, steering with one hand and enjoying the view of the sunset. 
 
    “I love my home planet at dusk,” Mast said. 
 
    “It’s a beautiful time of day,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “Most of my people do not enjoy it. Most of my people crave the darkness of underground places.” 
 
    “What makes you different?” 
 
    “You are my friend. That makes me muchly different. But I understand your question. The answer is harder, however, to make sense of,” Mast said. 
 
    Thaddeus took his time landing the Calico, then secured it as though it might save his life in the near future. He knew a good pilot did things by the numbers, so he followed the checklist and handed it to Mast to double-check. 
 
    “Are you now making me a pilot, muchly expertly?” 
 
    “No, Mast. Just see if I missed anything,” Thad said as he stepped away. 
 
    “Where do I write that it is a greatly ugly ship muchly in need of being washed?” 
 
    Thad stared across the sand at the red and white ship parked near the cave entrance. He expected Cornelius Vandersun to stride down the ramp of the Red Can at any second. “I just wish I understood why he painted that crazy white stripe down the side.” 
 
    “Very curvy,” Mast said. “Do humans not like curvy lines?” 
 
    Thad shrugged. “Let’s go exploring.” 
 
    “I will not go to the bottom. There is too much A19. This ship at the bottom is like the one I found under Darklanding, I yesly think.” 
 
    “You can tell there is A19 from here?” 
 
    Mast nodded, eyes wide, shoulders tense. “Very muchly.” 
 
    “What are Cornelius and Ruby doing here?” Thad asked. 
 
    “Maybe they are on the ship. Not wanting to come out?” 
 
    “They’re not on the ship. Neither of them mess around. Two headstrong, multi-trillionaires racing us to the bottom. What could go wrong?” 
 
    Thaddeus took the lead, not because he was qualified but because he was willing. Mast and Maximus followed close behind. They took a vertical shaft that was more direct than the looping race course he had followed to defeat LeClerc. The passage alternated between narrow confines and expansive, cathedral-like caverns. Minerals of all types reflected from the light on his helmet. He sent small creatures scurrying away but never saw them. 
 
    “Anything dangerous in here?” 
 
    Mast looked around nervously. “If these are the animals my people know, then we are very safe. If they are the whispering spider creatures of the ship…I make no promises.” 
 
    “Great.” Thaddeus looked at the pig-dog. The animal didn’t seem concerned. “What do you think, animal?” 
 
    Maximus ignored him, plodding forward and down with steady determination. 
 
    “You’re not afraid we’ll be eaten by alien spider things?” 
 
    Maximus rolled his eyes. 
 
    Voices chittered in Thad’s imagination. There were suggestions he could almost understand, accusations he resented, and laughter that mocked him. 
 
    Down and down and down into darkness they descended. A sea of spider-things waited at each terraced level. The leg-covered bodies surged forward, but when they sensed or saw Maximus, they retreated in a concave line like a wave retreating from a beach. 
 
    “I must stop,” Mast said. 
 
    Thaddeus took stock of these surroundings. “I’ll leave Maximus here and continue downward to the ship.” 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid of spiders?” Mast asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid of a lot of things, but rarely have a choice,” Thad said. He made his way down carefully and tried not to think about what lurked in the shadows. He was foot sore and out of water by the time he got stuck. 
 
    He could see that the passage continued down, but there was no safe route in this branch of the vertical maze. Two other people seemed to be having the same difficulty. 
 
    “Speak of the devil,” Cornelius said.  
 
    “Hello, Sheriff,” Ruby Miranda said. 
 
    Behind Cornelius and his granddaughter was a ring of excavation lighting. He wondered how long they’d been here and whether or not they’d used machines or crew members to bring all of the supplies this far down. The small landing overlooking the ship felt secret and private. 
 
     “Look, it’s my two favorite people who left Darklanding and weren’t supposed to come back.” He leaned over the edge. An ovoid covered with dust filled the bottom of the shaft wall to wall. 
 
    “Careful, Sheriff. It’s farther down than it looks. The size of the ship is deceptive,” Cornelius said. “Speechless? I thought you were a seasoned veteran of the Ground Forces.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “You must’ve really appreciated or believed your deputy’s stories,” Cornelius said. 
 
    “He told me all about the ship. I looked up videos of starships of equal displacement to get the idea in my head, but this is somehow strange. I’ve never seen anything artificial this far below the surface of any planet,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “The star jumpers are unique,” Cornelius said. “I will need you to sign this nondisclosure and non-come-peek contract before you ascend to the surface.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “Not really,” Cornelius said. 
 
    Thaddeus waved away the man’s request. “How long do you think you can keep the stars to yourself? One man can’t control humanity’s access to faster than light travel.” 
 
    “Control is too strong of a term. I just have the best technology. It’s not my fault no one realizes the tech is completely independent from what the corporations and military developed in their laboratories for their experimental fleets.” Cornelius moved closer to Thaddeus, leaning one arm on a temporary railing, then looked down at the alien ship. 
 
    “Ungwilook is already being torn apart by the influx of exotics and other rare minerals. Something like this will be the end for Mast’s people. This kind of technology will start a war to possess it.” 
 
    “Why do you think I’ve kept it secret? There is more at stake than just my financial empire.” He paused. “I can bring your deputy down here safely. He should be part of the decision we must make.” 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Shaunte’s Folly 
 
    Stephen Henderson III chose the quietest time of the day to schedule his meeting with a man that legal documents referred to as Pierre, identity number 895A783BM11LUNA. Before taking this tedious action, he read what was available concerning the Mother Lode. A more casual businessperson wouldn’t have known that the Mother Lode, LLC would consider no decisions binding without at least one of its subsidiaries present. Normally, this seemed to mean the madam of the brothel, a woman identified only as Dixie and her identity number. 
 
    Stephen dressed professionally, choosing an outfit that resembled a jumpsuit but wasn’t. He despised the things. On this planet, anyone wearing real clothing stuck out like a sore thumb. He wanted to be respectful and professional during this meeting. After that, Dedra and Dregg were free to do things their way. He would take a long trip into the country to sketch any animals he could find. 
 
    Pierre did not make him wait long. He’d barely finished glancing through outdated holo tablets in the waiting room when Miss Dixie appeared. She was stunning. Her outfit today was less brothel madam and more business professional. She wore a short jacket over her blouse and her skirt went almost to her knees. She was curvy but no more than he liked. If her blonde hair were real, he would consider buying it from her. 
 
    He stood immediately to shake her hand. “Stephen Henderson III, pleased to meet you.” 
 
    She shook his hand without saying a word, then led him into the office. 
 
    Pierre sat behind his desk, probably wearing the same outfit he wore every night behind the bar. It was an attempt at chic but came across as outdated and tasteless. His thin mustache stopped sweat from running over his lips. 
 
    “We’re going to get right to the point, Steve,” Pierre said, his eyes skimming over the tablet’s documents. “This proposal confuses me.” 
 
    So this is how it’s going to be? “Really? How is it confusing?” Stephen asked. 
 
    Pierre leaned back in his chair. He lifted an already lit cigar from an ashtray and held it between two fingers. “Why would I sell the Mother Lode?” 
 
    Stephen smiled. “It’s a nice little frontier business. You’ve done well. My expertise, as it happens, is running franchise businesses in a more dynamic environment. Darklanding is booming. It’s going to be hard to keep up. I have the tools, personnel, and the experience of facing down competitors. My corporation has the institutional patience to deal with the draconian zoning laws that will come by the end of the year.” 
 
    Pierce stared at him, cigar held out to one side so that smoke wouldn’t drift into his face. 
 
    “There aren’t any girls in Darklanding who will work for you,” Dixie said. “I don’t care what type of saloon franchise you’ve run, taking care of people is another skillset.” 
 
    Stephen ignored her. “You know I’m right, Pierre. I think you’re smart enough to understand what I’m telling you.” 
 
    “What I understand is that you’ve never been to Darklanding. You know nothing about Ungwilook or what it takes to handle the Gloks,” Pierre said.  
 
    Stephen channeled his inner calm. He really didn’t care about these people. Nothing they could do would hurt him. “Pierre, you should do your research before we proceed. I am a gentleman but not a gentle man. Should you decide to slap away the hand I’m extending to you, should you make that exceedingly poor choice, then remember what I said about having the right personnel for every job.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    Stephen looked at the paintings on the back of Pierre’s wall. “Those are wonderful landscapes. You must have an artist in residence. My advice to you is take care of that gentle soul. They are much harder to find than the type of people I employ.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” Pierre repeated. 
 
    Stephen stood, nodded to Miss Dixie, then Pierre. “No one can say I didn’t try. Good day.” 
 
    He left the Mother Lode and went to a nearby village his travel scout had found for him. There was supposed to be a nice waterfall and good weather for reading poetry. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The Cheap and Easy Saloon appeared overnight. Industrial freight haulers rolled away from the spaceport full of materials so new, there were bits of injection molding clinging to the parts. Some of the personnel seemed to have the same problem, with bits of their lives following them like bad luck. A crew of bartenders, street hustlers, dancing girls, and bouncers came on the same transport ship. One day after the walls went up near newly bulldozed lots, the locals of Darklanding were calling it the Cheap Easy. 
 
    Dedra was the madam, younger than Dixie but hard as the boot of a TerroCom Soldier. Her neck, shoulders, and upper-back were covered with a black and red checkerboard tattoo. Scrolling ink-work reached around her eyes like a mask. Her brother was a massive bodybuilder named Dregg, and he was mean as sin. 
 
    The owner of the Cheap Easy didn’t show himself, but there were rumors of his passing through private areas in the night. 
 
    Andronik squatted on his haunches across the street. “I don’t like this, Bobby. Not muchly at all.” 
 
    “Why do you talk like that? You speak better Galactic Standard than Mast Jotham. Are you trying to be him?” Bobby thought about this for a minute, then nodded. “That would make me Sheriff Thaddeus Fry.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make you anything,” Andronik said.  
 
    “We shouldn’t be this close, Andro,” Bobby said. 
 
    “We have to know everything we can about this place,” Andronik said. “Miss Dixie said she’d give me Tigi if I found any secrets that could affect her business.” 
 
    “What’s she gonna give me?” Bobby asked. 
 
    “You don’t get nothing. You’re too dumb.” 
 
    “Why would I help you?” 
 
    “So I can get something.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll take you to a secret Unglok place. No human has ever seen it.” 
 
    Bobby jumped up and down in excitement. 
 
    Andronik pulled him down and told him to be quiet. “I’ve seen those men at the Mother Lode.” 
 
    “What’re they doing here? This is just a beer hall with dancing girls. Not a brothel. Not supposed to be, anyway. Is what I heard,” Bobby said. 
 
    And suddenly Andronik knew what was happening. “We need to go tell Miss Dixie about this.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dixie stormed up the stairs. She reached Shaunte’s door and banged on it. “Miss Plastes! Miss Plastes! I need to talk to you right now.” 
 
    To her surprise, the door opened. She stepped in, suddenly self-conscious. Shaunte was so young and put-together. On her best day, Dixie felt...well, much more attractive and classy…but a little insecure. 
 
    The young woman sat at her desk with her hair clipped back. She had her suit jacket off and digital tablets spread across her desk. The blinds were drawn across the windows and it seemed the woman had covered the floor with sound-canceling rugs. 
 
    Dixie, unaware how the noise had been bothering her, breathed a sigh of relief as the door closed. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Miss Dixie?” 
 
    Chin held high and back straight, Dixie took her time when she answered. “I’ve been informed there is another brothel operating in Darklanding.” 
 
    Shaunte raised one eyebrow. 
 
    Dixie thrust both fists down to her side and stomped one foot. “You have to shut it down!” 
 
    “Why would I do that, Miss Dixie?” She pretended to pause, then interrupted Dixie’s answer. “I’ve already discussed this with Pierre. The contracts are very clear about what is and what is not allowed in Darklanding.” 
 
    “Pierre promised me there was an arrangement.” 
 
    Shaunte nodded, still very calm. “If I could prove the place was a brothel, I could take action, providing I could find a posse willing to enforce the laws and contracts of Darklanding.” 
 
    “You have Sheriff Fry and his deputy.” 
 
    “They’re very busy and hard to get a hold of. It’s an issue I am dealing with.” 
 
    “There are strangers running a brothel at the Cheap and Easy!” Dixie stomped her foot again. This time, the impact made the back of her calf tingle. 
 
    “What was your source again?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    Dixie felt like she’d been let into a trap. She mumbled the answer. 
 
    “What was that? I couldn’t hear you.” 
 
    “A human boy and an Unglok child,” Dixie said, looking down at the floor. 
 
    “So you don’t really know, do you?” 
 
    “I can get a dozen people to go in as spies. I’d send Leslie and Chelsie over there as double agents if I didn’t think they’d burn the place down,” Dixie said. 
 
    “Why don’t we just have a look for ourselves?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    “Well, I guess we could. Like you and me together? Right now?” 
 
    Shaunte pulled her stylish, waist-length jacket from the coat rack and put it on. “Let’s see what there is to see.” 
 
    Dixie wasn’t quite sure what had happened, but she strode next to Shaunte all the way to the new establishment, the vile place that people were calling by its shortened name, the Cheap Easy. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shaunte wondered if the odor emanating from the street was what a urinal smelled like. She stepped over discarded bottles and other debris. Dixie imitated her, occasionally shaking her fist at drunken hecklers who wanted to see various parts of her body. 
 
    Music boomed from the beer hall. A single story, the building was packed right up to the doors. Bouncers pushed a man out of a window as she watched. She was about to assure Dixie there was no room for a brothel when a pair of women burst from the doors with their shirts open to the waist, makeup streaking their faces and hair damp with sweat. Several amorous young men followed with liquor bottles, shouting their ten-credit affections. 
 
    Shaunte called Sheriff Fry, tapping her toe as she waited. 
 
    “Amateurs,” Dixie snorted. “Who lets their girls get that drunk? That’s how they lose control. Sooner or later, they’re going to go off script, if they have one, and get hurt. They are supposed to fake it.” 
 
    “Which part?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    “All of it. Especially the drunk part.” 
 
    Shaunte’s phone rang and rang in her slim new ear piece without success. The young men patronizing the van girls didn’t take long, nor did their friends or their friend’s friends. 
 
    Wherever the sheriff was, he wasn’t picking up. She studied the crowd of people facing her and wondered if they understood her dilemma. She had a million jobs to do and a sheriff that was missing in action—deliberately, she assumed. 
 
    “Are you going to do something?” Dixie said. “Maybe you should call your daddy and have him send his TerroCom soldiers.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Shaunte asked, stalling for time. She knew the entire TerroCom operation was one of her father’s deals. That didn’t mean she could call them down to enforce martial law in Darklanding. 
 
    Before she thought better, she stood in the way of a fresh group of girls and held up one hand. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    “Out to my van,” one of the women said. “We all live in it, got a permit and everything. I don’t know if there’s room for you and your friend. You’ll have to wait.” 
 
    Shaunte crossed her arms and stood to her full 5’3”. “It looks like you’re running an illegal brothel.” 
 
    A strangely beautiful woman emerged from the shadows. Black and red squares decorated her neck, shoulders, and cleavage. She wore a flowing, off the shoulder shirt and tight leather pants. Scrolling tattoos covered the delicate young skin around her bright blue eyes.  She’s too young to be a madam, Shaunte thought. 
 
    “What the hell are you going to do about it?” the checked woman said. 
 
    “She’s the Company Man!” Dixie said as she barged forward. 
 
    The young madam shoved Dixie down then turned on Shaunte. “That’s got to be a lie. No Company Man would try to break up our party without a small army behind him.” 
 
    “What’s your name, young lady?” Shaunte asked, chin held high. 
 
    “Shit, I ain’t no lady,” the new madam said. “Call me Dedra.” 
 
    She swung a right hook that caught Shaunte on the jaw. 
 
    Shaunte fell hard, not understanding how she hurt the front of her left knee and her right butt cheek from the same tumble. She also scraped her hands. And, to top it all off, there was an exceedingly annoying person yanking her by her hair. 
 
    A very large man bear-hugged Dixie from behind and lifted her off her feet, carrying her away from the scene. Two additional men came out with stun sticks. 
 
    “I’m the Company Man,” Shaunte said. 
 
    They laughed. “That’d be pretty damn funny if it was true.” 
 
    The first stunner hurt like hell. She didn’t think the device could injure her permanently, but that wasn’t what her mind screamed. She fell, then staggered to her feet, only wanting to escape. The red-haired man stunned her again, causing her to fall to her knees even farther from the Cheap Easy. The dark-haired man aimed his stun stick at the flesh of her backside and poked her hard, shoving her onto her face. She thrust her hands forward and lost most of the skin from her palms. 
 
    After that, she lost track of the abuses. She staggered to the back door of the Mother Lode. Dixie leaned on her, or perhaps it was the other way around. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shaunte hurt everywhere. Bruises on her face and ribs throbbed with pain. The nightmare trek across Darklanding wasn’t something she wanted to remember. Dixie pushed her shoulder under Shaunte’s arm, carrying most of her weight, which was only a problem because the woman was so much taller. To add insult to injury, Shaunte’s armpit was on fire, her hand was going numb, and her shoulder felt as though it would come out of the socket. 
 
    The two women barged into the lounge at the back of the establishment, interrupting several women with their feet up on tables as they drank scavenged alcohol. Another was shaving her legs in the sink next to the microwave. Two errand boys pushed industrial-sized laundry carts toward a back room. 
 
    “Get these people out of here,” Shaunte said, holding her bleeding eyebrow with her left hand and waving away Dixie’s girls and the other workers. 
 
    Dixie, not much better off, clapped her hands and stomped one foot. “You heard the boss, girls. Get to your rooms or get out on the floor. The rest of you, do your jobs while you still have jobs.” 
 
    Shaunte made her way to the sink and stared at the woman who still had one leg up and a razor in one hand. 
 
    “What, Miss Plastes?” 
 
    “The sink?” 
 
    “Oh, sure. Just let me finish this real quick-like,” the young woman said. She swiped the razor this way and that, then dried off with a paper towel and dropped her foot to the floor. “All yours. Might want to rinse out the basin.” 
 
    Shaunte wasn’t sure why she wanted to vomit. It wasn’t that she was offended by the woman’s public display of good hygiene, although she wasn’t sure how good it was on all levels, it was just that her head wouldn’t stop throbbing. “I don’t feel good.” 
 
    Dixie rushed to her side and put one arm around her while she dampened a handful of paper towels with the other. She patted Shaunte’s forehead several times. 
 
    “You look very pale, Miss Plastes,” Dixie said. 
 
    “Is someone staring at us?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    Dixie spun around, nearly shoving Shaunte against the sink. “What are you doing, Pierre?! Are you watching us?” 
 
    Shaunte turned a bit slower and saw Pierre the younger standing in the doorway, his face expressionless. “Pierre told me to tell you that the sheriff’s ex-wife and that big hairy dude just showed up.” 
 
    Shaunte leaned on the sink counter with one hand, collected her dignity, and nodded to the young man. “Thank you, Pierre.” 
 
    “Those girls didn’t do anything to my canvas, did they?” he asked. “I need to move it up front where I can watch it. In the corner behind the register, maybe.” 
 
    Shaunte looked around the room and spotted an easel with a canvas on it in the corner. It was faced away from the center of the room. There were several canvases stacked in the corner next to it. “What would they do to your paintings, Pierre?” 
 
    The young man blushed. “Last week, these ladies used my best blanks for body art, smearing paint all over themselves and…” 
 
    “I understand,” Shaunte said. “Now, if you could please excuse us, I need to vomit in private.” 
 
    Dixie helped her clean herself up afterward and straighten her clothing. 
 
    “I want to go out into the saloon,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “Oh, Miss Plastes, you can’t do that.” 
 
    Shaunte took several cautious steps toward the door. “If I can’t find Sheriff Fry, perhaps the SagCon Special Investigators can teach these jerks at the Cheap and Easy an expensive and difficult lesson.” 
 
    She strutted unsteadily down the hallway to the main room of the saloon. Patrons and prostitutes moved out of her way, pressing themselves against the walls as they stared. Dixie followed, pulling her bodice back into place and straightening herself out. Shaunte hadn’t really thought of how much more disheveled the woman was in her costume. 
 
    She stepped out onto the main floor and no one noticed her. The place was packed and the music was loud. She cut across the room with no resistance. Once people realized who she was and saw the look on her face, they stepped aside. She glanced at the bar, but Thaddeus wasn’t there, and neither was his deputy or his pig-dog. 
 
    Penelope Fry-Grigman and Michael “Sledge” Hammer occupied their own table despite the shortage of seats. At first, Shaunte didn’t recognize the man except for his size. He had a scraggly beard and the look of unwashed neglect. His clothing was loose. He had lost some weight. Still tall, broad-shouldered, and muscular, he had lost some of the thickness. If anything, his muscles looked lean and dense. 
 
    “Good evening, Miss Plastes,” Penelope said. “I apologize for my former partner. He’s been slumming.” 
 
    “No apology necessary. I have a matter of great importance and request the assistance of the Sagittarian Conglomerate Investigators Corps,” Shaunte said. 
 
    Penelope smiled. “We’re both retired.” 
 
    “I missed you, Miss Dixie,” Sledge said, slurring his words. 
 
    “Is he drunk?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    “Obviously,” Dixie said, stepping closer. She wrapped one arm around Sledge, which pushed the side of his face into her chest. “Did I break your big, dumb heart?” 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Dregg 
 
    Shaunte stayed in her room for almost two full days. She showered frequently and took a bubble bath—a luxury she could not have afforded only a month ago. She changed her outfit six or seven times but derived no satisfaction. Reports continued to come in and the noise downstairs continued to shake the Mother Lode. She wondered if she should add another layer of soundproof rugs. If the saloon wasn’t making so much money, she would close it down at a decent time each night. 
 
    Pierre and Dixie insisted they were losing money to the new place across town. Shaunte didn’t want to face it. She shouldn’t have to deal with this type of problem. This was exactly why she had a sheriff. He’d been on his adventures before, but never this long. 
 
    She put herself together, as though preparing for a board meeting or a videoconference with her father, and faced the message camera. It took three tries, but the message she crafted for Thaddeus was measured and direct at the same time. There was no way he would miss the hint that his job was on the line if he did not get back to Darklanding and take care of business. 
 
    The hardest part of the act was hiding her injuries. Makeup only went so far and she was stiff even after two days of bubble baths and hot showers. 
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Dregg was a bad, bad man, just like his momma always wanted. She’d said only a wolf could keep the wolf from the door. Wolves pissed themselves when Dregg started high-stepping.  
 
    His sister strutted up the stairs to the Mother Lode, as sexy as money and the best trade schools in the business could make her. His men watched her. The locals watched her. Dregg watched her. 
 
    A pair of the local women, Leslie and Chelsie, stood at the top of the stairs as though they might block Dedra. His sister was shorter than either of the women, AWOL shock troopers or fighter pilots, depending on who you listened to. Dregg thought they looked like fun. Looked like they wanted to party with a real man. 
 
    He motioned for his men to hang back and see how his sister handled this. 
 
    “You’re Leslie and Chelsie, right? Heard you flew that douchebag Raymond LeClerc into the ground awhile back,” Dedra said from two steps below them. 
 
    Neither woman responded. 
 
    Dregg massaged the muscles of his left forearm, looking them over from head to toe. They were hard core. He’d have to make sure they were on his crew and not his sister’s when everything was said and done. Their talents were wasted in a place like the Mother Lode. 
 
    Dedra shrugged and started walking. Neither of the Mother Lode women moved. Dedra reached behind her with both hands and drew two wicked daggers. The blades flashed in the trashy streetlight. Leslie and Chelsie stepped back. 
 
    That was all his sister needed. She moved into the saloon. Dregg and a dozen of his toughest fighters followed quickly. Leslie and Chelsie tried to block him, standing chest to chest and staring him down. He winked. He kept his hands to himself when a lesser man might have copped a feel or stared down her cleavage. 
 
    “You’re not that tough,” Leslie said. 
 
    Dregg punched her in the gut, a short, choppy strike she never saw coming. She fell backward and landed on her butt. One of his men snatched Chelsie off her feet and threw her down the stairs. 
 
    The music died as Dregg and his men followed his sister into the saloon. The crowd melted away, pressing toward the walls. Some headed for backdoors or upstairs to rooms if they had them. 
 
    “All right, boys. Let’s break some shit,” Dregg said. 
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Shaunte knew how to fly an airship, more or less. But why bother when her SagCon private air-limo could provide both comfort and security? Speed… Well, that was another matter. She used the time to read reports on her tablet and hold an audio-only conference with a newly formed zoning committee. 
 
    “Reducing speed and approaching your destination. Please confirm destination. There are no listed landing platforms in this area of Transport Canyon,” the onboard computer said. “Landing without safety crews is not recommended.” 
 
    Shaunte swiped the screen to mute the voice. “Please circle twice and land just beyond the Calico. Thank you.” 
 
    The entrance to the cave overlooked an upland desert valley. In the distance, she saw the rock spires where airships had raced to the finish. The half-stadium silhouetted at the edge of her vehicle’s optics was overgrown with weeds and sand, last she checked. 
 
    Two ships were parked on the flat area near the cave entrance. One was the Calico—a cobbled-together monstrosity Thaddeus had flown in his victory against Raymond LeClerc, the low-altitude racing champion of the galaxy. 
 
    She looked through the view-screen and saw Thaddeus and his deputy cooking something over a fire pit near his ship. The other ship, she thought belonged to Cornelius Vandersun. The old man was nowhere to be seen—probably embarrassed by the gaudy red starship. 
 
    The SagCon professional limousine took its time and landed gently. She double-checked her outfit. She hadn’t seen Vandersun, but he had to be nearby. It wouldn’t do to make a poor impression on one of the richest and most powerful men in the galaxy. She stopped at the door, adjusted the angle of her handbag from where it hung on her shoulder, and then nodded for the door to open. 
 
    Hot wind blew against her face. She ignored it as best she could and started down the ramp. Her shoes were not the best. Good for walking on sand or even hiking, but not for winning fashion contests. Her slacks were of a safari brand, tailored to her exact form and embedded with global positioning devices in case she became lost in this environment. She reached into her bag and withdrew a large hat, pulling it snugly over her hair. Sunglasses completed the outfit, hiding what her makeup didn’t conceal. 
 
    Thaddeus and Mast waited at the edge of the landing area. She headed straight for the absent-without-leave sheriff. 
 
    “I’ve sent you dozens of messages,” she said as she closed the distance. 
 
    He nodded. “Twenty-seven, to be exact. I only received them when we came up from the caves.” 
 
    “That’s no excuse. Darklanding is in dire need of your services.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll still be there when we get back. We ran into something pretty important. Something you should know about,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    She waved his comments away, pointing at the ground for emphasis. “I need you to come back with me right now. Several of Dixie’s girls are in the hospital and the Mother Lode has been ransacked.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There’s a new establishment in town and they have flagrantly violated all trade agreements between established business entities in Darklanding,” Shaunte said. 
 
    Thaddeus clenched one fist and seemed to restrain a torrent of profanity. She watched and waited, hoping for him to realize all of this was his fault. He studied her features as if he could see through the makeup. She hurriedly looked away. 
 
    “All right, I’ll take care of that. But first, I need to show you something,” he said. 
 
    Shaunte couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I need you to fly that piece of junk ship of yours back to Darklanding, right this very instant, and take care of business!” 
 
    He shook his head. “I hear what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Ohhhh! You!” Shaunte spat. “You’re the most frustrating man on the planet. I was willing to believe you weren’t getting my messages, maybe some sort of technical problem, But now I know you’re disobedient and willful. I’m seriously questioning your usefulness to the company. I’m not going to stand out here in the desert and argue with you.” 
 
    “Hello, Miss Plastes,” said a new voice. 
 
    She turned and saw Cornelius Vandersun and Ruby Miranda walking down the ramp of the red and white starship he had parked next to the sheriff’s junker. 
 
    “Hello, Mister Vandersun. Hello, Ruby,” she said. 
 
    “I agree that your sheriff is very quarrelsome and difficult. You should take him back to the spaceport immediately,” Cornelius said. 
 
    Thaddeus shook his head and stepped between the man and Shaunte. “That’s not gonna happen. She has to go all the way to the bottom and see it. You know I’m right.” 
 
    Cornelius Vandersun attempted to stall, which intrigued Shaunte to the point of speechlessness. 
 
    The old man stepped very close to Thaddeus and spoke in a low, angry voice. “She’s the Company Man of the Sagittarian Conglomerate. Maybe you trust her, but we can’t trust the company. There’s more than just my business interests at stake. One wrong move will be devastating to the natives of Ungwilook.” 
 
    “That’s why she needs to see it. She needs to be ready when it can no longer be kept a secret,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    Cold dread filled Shaunte. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Let me speak to her,” Ruby said. 
 
    “I don’t really have time. Thaddeus can return with me this instant or resign. Which, I should remind him, means redeployment to his previous unit, wherever that is right now,” Shaunte said.  
 
    Ruby took her by the arm. “Girl to girl. We really need to talk.” 
 
    Something in the young woman’s manner convinced Shaunte to listen. They walked a short distance away from the others and stood watching the evening sky above the canyon. Shaunte crossed her arms and tapped her foot impatiently. 
 
    “I know what’s happening to Darklanding. I’ve traveled more of the galaxy than you have, believe it or not. First with my family, then on my own,” Ruby said. 
 
    “Get to the point,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “No matter what my grandfather says, he is here for his own reasons. All he cares about is having the wealth and technology to continue exploring the galaxy. Controlling humanity’s access to space is just a necessary means to an end.” 
 
    “I could have guessed as much.” 
 
    Ruby looked back, then lowered her voice. “You might do well to be on the ground floor this time.” 
 
    “What does that mean, exactly?” 
 
    Ruby didn’t answer right away. “Well, I’m going to tell you more than I should. Without a firm commitment, full disclosure could cause serious problems. The kind of problems that get people killed.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    Ruby held her gaze. “There’s a ship at the bottom of this cave. Ancient, powerful, capable of going places no human ship can. We’re talking extragalactic travel.” 
 
    “Is that how your grandfather guides exploration fleets beyond explored space?” 
 
    Ruby nodded. “But the ships aren’t like human ships. They pick their pilots. My grandfather wants me to meet the ship down there, but what if it doesn’t like me? Maybe it would prefer someone like you.” 
 
    “Why would you tell me this?” 
 
    “This opportunity is too important to leave to chance,” Ruby said. 
 
    “That’s enough girl talk,” Cornelius said as strode toward them. “Come along, granddaughter. Let the Company Man and her sheriff have their lovers’ spat.” 
 
    “I’m not going unless Miss Plastes goes,” Ruby said. 
 
    “The hell you aren’t. We’ve talked about this. It’s the only way for you to take over the family business,” Cornelius said. 
 
    Thad moved closer. “Shaunte goes.” 
 
    Cornelius threw up his hands and stalked away. 
 
    “You’re too old to throw tantrums, Grandfather,” Ruby called after him. 
 
    “Put on some real shoes, Shaunte. This won’t be an easy hike,” Thad said. 
 
    “These shoes cost four thousand credits, thank you very much.” Shaunte displayed them, and the rest of her outfit. “I really don’t have time for one of your adventures.” 
 
    “You don’t have time not to go on this one. The future of Ungwilook depends on what we do next,” Thad said. 
 
    “I’m ready!” Cornelius shouted from the cave entrance. “This train’s already ten minutes late. I’m running out of patience.” 
 
    Mast stood from where he had been listening attentively. “Then it is muchly decided, is what they say.” 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Drunk Bouncer 
 
    Sledge swayed on his feet near the front door. A stream of miners moved around him. He was a giant rock in the middle of a river of humanity. “Fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, eighteen… Fifteen? Sixteen?” 
 
    He shook his head. “One, two, three…” He touched patrons on the arm as they passed. 
 
    Leaning against the inside of the door frame, Penelope cleaned her fingernails with a boot knife. “Why don’t you forget about the headcount?” 
 
    “Gotta be convincing.” 
 
    “I’d rather you be sober. A man of your tonnage with a clear head would scare off the troublemakers,” she said. 
 
    “Are you saying I’m not intimidating?” He slammed his right fist into his left palm, staggered sideways, and thrust both hands out, palms toward the floor for balance. “Okay, maybe you’re right. But I thought we were trying to lure the worst of them here so you could stab them.” 
 
    “Sledge, that was a joke.” 
 
    “Then why the knife?” 
 
    “If you’re going to keep getting this drunk and acting like bait for a fake plan, then I better be ready to act on it if it happens,” Penelope said, sheathing the knife and crossing her arms. She put one boot heel against the wall and balanced on the other leg as she stared at him. 
 
    “You’re giving me a headache. I better sit down,” he said. 
 
    Penelope moved to his side, seized him by the arm with her left hand and gently chopped him on the side of his head with her right. 
 
    His eyes flew open. 
 
    “Listen to me, you big oaf. This town is coming apart at the seams. I’ve never seen you like this. You’ve given up. I didn’t even know you drank,” she said. 
 
    “You’ve seen me drink.” 
 
    “Sure, but I’ve never seen you be a drunk. Are you really that broken up about that whore mistress?” Penelope asked. 
 
    Sledge took a step backward, dragging her with him. “Don’t talk about her like that.” 
 
    “What is really the problem?” 
 
    He sat down at a table full of dockworkers, waving them away with a casual flick of his fingers. They scurried back from the table, leaving their drinks. Sledge took one and sloshed it down. 
 
    “It was my exit interview,” he said. 
 
    Penelope looked down and tapped one foot rapidly. 
 
    Sledge looked at her, nearly sober for once, expecting a response. 
 
    She looked up and held his gaze. “My exit interview was no picnic. But I’ve always been stronger than you, mentally at least.” 
 
    “You think so? Because I’m three times your size, you assume I’m an idiot.” 
 
    She smiled mischievously and shrugged. “Maybe just a bit slow.” 
 
    He leaned close, resting his huge forearms on his knees. “So why did you get out of SagCon?” 
 
    She took one of the half-empty and completely-abandoned liquor glasses from the table and turned it several times. Staring at it, she answered him. “I’m not trying to get back together with Thaddeus.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I was asking.” 
 
    She nodded. “But you’re right. I saw something here in Darklanding. My first prediction is coming true right now. The place is a boomtown, more so than I expected if you want to be perfectly honest.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “Cornelius Vandersun doesn’t come to a place like this without a very good reason. He rarely goes to any world twice unless there are ruins of an ancient civilization. Some people speculate he steals his technological breakthroughs from such places. I went through all the records I could find looking for connections and correlations. I found three worlds that eventually became major transportation hubs.” 
 
    “I put that together before I started drinking,” Sledge said. 
 
    “Did you also notice that two of his children disappeared after those planetary explorations, one son and one daughter, both of them as wild and reckless as he is?” Penelope asked. 
 
    Sledge glared around them to make sure no one was close enough to eavesdrop. He faced her and spoke in a harsh whisper. “You think he found ancient technology here?” 
 
    Penelope nodded. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Andronik ran as fast as he could. The big one, the mean one with too many muscles, charged after him. A dozen other thugs spread out to block alleys and streets in every direction that Andronik might run. 
 
    “Come back here, you little shit!” Dregg said. His chest heaved as he struggled for breath. He slowed to a walk, but that didn’t make Andronik feel better. He wondered why the man had big muscles and so many tattoos. All of the humans feared him, so Andronik thought he should too. 
 
    He climbed a fire escape. “I just wanted to see inside. Why is everyone going to your muchly crappy place when the Mother Lode has nice people and better food?” 
 
    “Nobody cares about the food. Come down. I was mad, but now I’ve calmed down. We can be friends. I might be able to pay you to spy for me,” Dregg said. 
 
    “I don’t know anything about spying,” Andronik said. 
 
    “The hell you don’t! I catch you spying every damn day,” Dregg yelled. 
 
    Andronik heard a noise above him. He looked across the alleyway, and his stomach fell. It was too far to jump and the noise above him was definitely a person trying to sneak down to his position. He hopped to his feet, not sure where he would go, when two men rushed down the metal stairs and tackled him. He fought, but it was no use. They were too big and he was too thin. 
 
    “Should we bring him down?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “I’ll come up,” Dregg said. “We can hang him off the side until he talks.” 
 
    “What do you want? I’m not afraid of you!” 
 
    Dregg took his time. When he was on the landing, he punched Andronik in the stomach. “You’re gonna be afraid or dead.” 
 
    Andronik spat. He ululated an octave below what the human ear could detect. The primal Unglok sound did nothing to the humans. They pointed at him and laughed. 
 
    Dregg wiped Adnronik’s phlegm off his face with the back of his thick forearm. He slapped Andronik hard, nearly knocking him unconscious. “Shake him until he’s out of spit.” 
 
    It felt to Andronik like the night sky and the town around him were being shaken. Voices yelled at him, but he didn’t understand what they were saying. “Stop, stop! Sheriff Fry is out in the desert seeing his girlfriend,” he said. 
 
    The men hesitated, then started laughing. 
 
    Dregg stood up straighter. “That’s about what I thought. We’ll own this town by the time he comes back. “ 
 
    “What do we do with the kid?” 
 
    Dregg shrugged and nodded toward the street. “Throw him off. See if he bounces.” 
 
    The men lifted Andronik above their heads and hurled him toward the pavement. He saw it coming up at him and closed his eyes. The impact was worse than he had feared. The laughing voices of the men faded away before he tried to stand. 
 
    “Maybe I will be muchly crawling,” he murmured. The night was made for new experiences, apparently. Ungloks rarely vomited. After the third or fourth time, he decided it was not something he ever wished to do again. He looked at his leg once he reached the darkness of the next alleyway and decided it wasn’t broken. The blood trickling from his nose and ears was more worrisome. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shaunte processed the information and feigned a look of nonchalance. It was easier with her stylish outfit. She tilted her head slightly so that her wide-brimmed hat concealed her eyes. Her sunglasses helped as well. Thaddeus and the others were prepared to go into the caves. Her problem was her injuries from Dregg’s goons. 
 
    There was no way she was hiking to the bottom of some dark and dangerous cavern. “Tell me again about the alien spider creatures.” 
 
    “They aren’t dangerous,” Thaddeus said. “Every time we explore a cavern, they back away from Maximus.” 
 
    Cornelius didn’t look happy. “I’m not sure you should leave.” 
 
    “She’s not leaving,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “Pay attention, Sheriff. Get a clue. Even an old man like me can see she’s not going into this cave,” Cornelius said. “Which is exactly why we shouldn’t have told her anything. Now she has dangerous information but no context. If she’s like the rest of SagCon, she’ll send a crew of experts to muck everything up.” 
 
    “She’s going down to see the ship,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    Shaunte stepped back, annoyed that Cornelius saw through her so easily and that Thad was so bullheaded. She addressed Thaddeus. “I’m not going anyplace with spiders.” 
 
    Ruby eyed her skeptically. “Or perhaps you don’t want to limp for a day and a half to get there.” 
 
    Shaunte quickly changed the subject. She wanted Thaddeus back in Darklanding. She wanted revenge on her attackers, but she also didn’t want him doing anything stupid—which he would if he went into protective mode. “One moment, I have to deal with this message.” 
 
    She put a hand to her ear to answer the incoming call. 
 
    “You’re still taking calls?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    She put the caller on hold. “I appreciate the importance of this discovery. And I have no intention of sharing your little secret. To be honest, I don’t have time for this. Not even if it means opening a new space lane to another galaxy. I’m trying to run a planet-wide mining operation without a sheriff to keep law and order,” she said. 
 
    “All the same problems will be there when I get back,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “Oh, I think you will be surprised how much bigger the problems are now,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “Don’t be dramatic.” 
 
    “Dramatic!” 
 
    “Now you’ve done it,” Cornelius said. “If you’re set on ignoring this opportunity, Miss Plastes, all I require is your silence. Time is of the essence, Sheriff. We need to get started.” Cornelius hefted his pack onto his shoulder and headed for the entrance. 
 
    Shaunte muted the message alert in her ear. She needed to answer it. There were certain priority codes in SagCon that could not be ignored. Hostile takeover attempt. Corporate war declared. Sex scandal. Product launch. And others that involved immediate and specific actions to be taken. 
 
    She wasn’t sure where an AWOL Sheriff and an alien artifact came into the standard operating procedure. She could stall, but not for long. 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Dedra Plans a Food Fight 
 
    Dregg tied back his long, dark hair as he loitered near the end of the street watching three people in the vacant lot behind the Mother Lode. Sledge was not somebody he wanted to mess with, sober or drunk. Powerlifter thick, he was as big as Dregg, if not as cut. People Dregg trusted told him the woman SagCon agent was far more dangerous, but he didn’t believe it. He also didn’t believe they were retired. There weren’t many reasons to leave the organization unless you were running for your life. 
 
    The madam of the Mother Lode yelled at Sledge. She wore short-shorts and a half-shirt that was at least a size too small. Dregg wasn’t impressed with the woman. Didn’t see what all the fuss was about. Sure she was blonde and had serious tracts of land, and maybe the way she moved and talked excited men, but Dregg didn’t think she compared to his sister. Dedra was long and lean and had earned all her ink—one red square for each successful blackmail, one black square for each extortion ring she took over. The roses and scrollwork meant something else, but she wouldn’t tell anyone what it was, not even her brother.  
 
    He thought the motley collection of exercise equipment in the vacant lot was interesting, but just as underwhelming as everything on this planet. Ike Vandersun had talked the place up. The man was a chronic liar, starting with his last name. It wasn’t that unusual, but he claimed to be actually one of the Vandersuns. Black sheep of the family, was what he said. Whatever. People lied in prison. I was framed. I don’t have any cigarettes hidden in my cell. I’m heir to the largest fortune in human history.  
 
    Ike hadn’t been much in the prison yard and had needed a lot of protection. The man started fights but didn’t seem to have the fire in him. After a couple months, he explained to Dregg what had happened. He admitted the Sheriff of Darklanding had broken his spirit like a horse. It was a shame. The man had been full of ambition once. Dregg told his sister about the man’s stories as soon as he got out of the slammer. 
 
    Dedra had known what to do. 
 
    Getting to Darklanding hadn’t been easy. Finding the right financial backer had been nearly impossible. But here they were, and luck would not stop shining on them. The fearsome sheriff was nowhere to be seen and his friend, the former—allegedly—SagCon investigator was a drunk has-been. 
 
    “Are we gonna stand here all day?” Dedra asked.  
 
    Dregg smiled. “No way, sister. Let’s go see how many of Dixie’s girls are worth two credits.” 
 
    Dedra had her hair piled up in a classy style. He wasn’t sure how she did it without help. She had dyed it black today, with only a few veins of red twisting to the top. Her eyes shined with some type of stimulant she’d never admit to ingesting. Or maybe that’s just the way she was, intense as a nightmare and ten times as smart. Ruthless as anyone on this planet. 
 
    He followed her up the stairs, watching her walk, feeling bad for staring. Not guilty. Never that. He’d been down too many dark alleys to worry about morality or what people thought of him. 
 
    He flexed his shoulders and arms several times before they went inside, wanting to get a good pump to show off for Dixie’s girls. 
 
    This time of day, there wasn’t a lot of business. Darklanding was a boomtown like few people ever saw. A single day of profit was more than a normal corporation could expect in a hundred years of doing business. That meant people worked a lot, double overtime. No weekends. No vacations. And only a few hours to unwind and get wild. That was the secret to the entertainment industry in this place. No one had time for quality relationships. It was all slam-bam-thank-you-ma’am and back to work. 
 
    He stood in the center of the saloon while Dedra casually toured the place, inspecting Dixie’s girls like they were her own. She ran her finger along the hem of a skirt, then moved to another young woman and traced her brassiere.  
 
    No one resisted. No one said a word. The two troublemakers, Leslie and Chelsie, were upstairs asleep, most likely. Dregg had sent the kid named Bobby in to have a look around and make sure the time was right to steal some talent from the Mother Lode. 
 
    “You’re wasting your time. Ain’t none of us leaving Dixie or the Mother Lode,” a middle-aged woman said. 
 
    “Speak for yourself, you washed up old bag,” a young woman said. She stepped forward and flirted with Dedra, pushing her chest forward and staring into Dedra’s eyes from only inches away. 
 
    Dedra grabbed the woman by the back of her hair, yanking her head back, then leaning so close to examine the curve of her throat that Dregg thought she would kiss the Mother Lode girl. Dregg’s excitement rose. 
 
    Dedra shoved her away and laughed. “I like you. What’s your name?” 
 
    “They call me BJ,” she said, making her second approach with her hands folded innocently at her waist. 
 
    “Stay away from her, BJ. Miss Dixie’s on her way back. I think it’s time for our visitors to go back where they came from,” Pierre the younger said, one hand behind the bar. 
 
    Dregg glared at him and tried to decide if there was a weapon behind there. 
 
    Dedra laughed beautifully. Dregg wanted to cry with joy when he heard the sound. He wanted to be her warrior and destroy anything or anyone who dared deny her. She held up a hand to stop him from charging the kid behind the bar. 
 
    “I heard a lot of things about the Mother Lode. Good place to work if you don’t mind a bunch of unnecessary rules. I couldn’t do it if I wasn’t allowed to drink and get high,” Dedra said. “Just wanted to extend the invitation. Any of you girls here are welcome at the Cheap and Easy.” 
 
    “Real classy name for a brothel,” the middle-aged prostitute sneered. 
 
    Dedra smiled at the woman and touched her gently on the side of her face. “They call it that because the drugs and alcohol are cheap and easy to get for the employees. The patrons pay top price. Just thought you should all know. Come on, Dregg. Let’s get out of here before you kill someone.” 
 
    Dregg pointed one finger at the kid behind the bar. He flexed his huge bicep as he held the pose for BJ and the other girls he thought would be abandoning this place in favor of the Cheap and Easy very soon. “She’s talking about you, Pierre. You better get a shotgun to put behind that bar if you want to act tough next time I come back.” 
 
    Dregg walked past the vacant lot where Sledge and Penelope were flipping tractor tires. He knew the woman saw Dedra. She pretended she didn’t, but it was obvious her panties were in a bunch. Dregg flipped them all the finger. 
 
    For some reason, it didn’t feel right to walk beside his sister. He always followed her slightly. Since they were kids, she had always known where to go and how to get there. He thought he might actually be a little afraid of her. Definitely in awe. He felt things he shouldn’t feel. That was why he didn’t drink or do drugs, except for the performance-enhancing variety. Losing control would turn him into an animal. He didn’t want to hurt his sister like they had hurt their parents. 
 
    “Where we going?” he asked. 
 
    She slowed her step, then took his left arm in both of hers, like sisters did with their brothers. They’d always been together, even when the rest of the world abandoned them. Two orphans against the world. Two real orphans, not these pretend runaways like that Ruby Miranda girl. He wondered where she was. Ike had talked a lot about her. The man really didn’t like her, resented her like they had been born rivals somehow. 
 
    Dregg didn’t understand that. He was glad Ike was still locked up. The man was unstable. 
 
    “I’m going to show you Dixie’s real secret,” Dedra said. 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “I pay attention. And sleep with the right people. Calm down, brother. You know I only do what I have to do. I never enjoy it. It’s just a thing,” she said. 
 
    Dregg tried to calm down but couldn’t. He gave her the silent treatment, which he knew never worked. Dedra was a force of nature, immune to all forms of manipulation. She was the master of deceit, not the victim of it. 
 
    They walked for a time, going farther and farther into the Unglok neighborhoods. They stopped at a filthy greenhouse. He imagined they grew vitamin mulch or something inside. 
 
    “Don’t worry, brother. You’ll like what’s inside,” she said. 
 
    Dregg pushed his way past a noisy Unglok who didn’t speak a word of Galactic Standard. What he saw took his breath away. The outer shell of the greenhouse was a dirty sham. Inside, it was full of state-of-the-art grow lamps and irrigation systems. He plucked one of the peaches from a branch and bit into it. 
 
    “Mrrmmrrmmmn…that’s delicious…” 
 
    Dedra took one of his arms in both of hers again and hugged him with her face buried in one side of his chest. “I’m glad you like it. Don’t eat too many. We need to save some for the food fight.” 
 
    “Food fight?” Dregg said as he chewed. 
 
    “Dixie expects us to come after her girls, maybe even break up the Mother Lode. When this place burns down, it will break her heart. She’ll be worse off than that big Neanderthal following her around,” Dedra said. 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    There’s Going to be a Job Opening 
 
    Shaunte waited until everyone but Thad was inside the cave, then tried one last time. “Thaddeus Fry, I really need you.” 
 
    This stopped him in his tracks. He turned away from the entrance. 
 
    She moved closer, careful to hide her limp and keep her hair hanging over the bruises along her neck and one side of her face. She doubted he was an expert on women’s makeup but also knew he’d been married about six or seven times and could probably tell something was wrong with her face. 
 
    He stepped toward her with his thumbs hooked through the straps of his backpack. “I’m not trying to be difficult, Shaunte. I’d rather go back to Darklanding with you and put things right.” 
 
    “Do you know what kind of messages I just muted and put on hold? They could cost me my career—and a fine. This unnecessary adventure of yours could destroy everything I’ve worked for. Do you think Darklanding will be better off with somebody else running it? Because that’s what you’re making me think you believe.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” he said. 
 
    “Then get your ass back to town and deal with these people who smashed up the Mother Lode,” she said. 
 
    Anger flashed across his expression. She had no doubt he wanted to get payback. He wasn’t weak or timid. He was a guard dog like no one she had ever met. There were times when her biggest worry was that he would go too far to exact his revenge. There were dozens of complaints on her desk, most correlating to laws and regulations he had enforced. She wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt. His methods didn’t matter to her so long as the company remained profitable. Everyone on the planet signed a waiver of their rights when stepping onto SagCon property—which was all of Ungwilook.  
 
    “I will, Shaunte. As soon as we take care of this ship and get Cornelius Vandersun out of our hair, I will dedicate myself one hundred percent to Darklanding. Do you really want a Vandersun meddling in your business?” 
 
    She shook her head. No way. 
 
    “I handled Ike and his goons. I took care of the outlaws in Transport Canyon. I can handle a bunch of upstart prostitutes and a bouncer pumped up with steroids. You said Sledge was in town. No one’s going to do anything with him around. When I get back, the two of us will straighten everything out.” 
 
    “When I get back, I’m sending out a request for a new sheriff,” Shaunte said. The words came out of her mouth before she realized she was going to speak them. 
 
    He stared. 
 
    “You aren’t giving me a choice. If you don’t do your job, I have to find somebody who will.” 
 
    He looked at the ground, turned, and walked into the cave without another word. 
 
      
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “You could muchly go back and let me handle this,” Mast said.  
 
    The passageway dropped sharply. Thad marveled at how high the ceiling was and how wide the passage was. From inside his airship, it had seemed much tighter. He wasn’t an expert on mineral deposits, but the area appeared rich, and they had only descended two hundred meters. 
 
    “Thank you, Mast. I keep telling myself that this is just one of Shaunte’s powerplays. I know how to do my job, and I’ve seen boomtowns before. SagCon is making money hand over fist, which means Shaunte is making money hand over fist. Sledge and Pene are hanging around the Mother Lode. They can help Pierre if it gets too wild.” 
 
    “Thank you for coming on this last part of my spirit quest. You are a true friend,” Mast said. “I do not believe ‘thank you’ is what Miss Shaunte is muchly saying right now.” 
 
    Maximus barked. 
 
    Thaddeus shined his light into the shadows, looking for more of the strange creatures that seemed to be associated with the ancient ship. Mast had tried to explain that these were different than the creatures that followed him up from the ship he found under Darklanding. When Thaddeus looked for details, the furtive monsters seemed exactly the same—spiderlike and afraid of light. In fact, they seemed afraid of everything. 
 
    Cornelius and Ruby led the way, setting a brisk pace. This was her third trip. Each time they arrived, the ship was different. Thaddeus thought it was turned slightly, but Cornelius assured him that was impossible. 
 
    “I think the ship moves while we are away,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “It is covered with a greatly large amount of dust. If it moves, it must move very slowly.” Mast’s eyes widened. “If it moves, then maybe there is something inside of it, operating the controls.” 
 
    “That’s not the way the ship works,” Cornelius said without looking back. 
 
    “How does it work?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    Ruby answered, “The ship picks a pilot. My money would be on Mast since he is native to this planet and the ship had to have picked this planet for a reason.” 
 
    “Or it has waited so long because it does not like my people or think we can go with it to the stars,” Mast said. 
 
    “Regardless of what happens, I will need Thaddeus to hide this place when it is done. We can’t have TerroCom poking around.” 
 
    “There’s something you’re not telling me,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “You survived this cave complex once before, correct?” Cornelius asked. 
 
    “He very muchly did,” Mast said. 
 
    “Good. The last ship I found decided to bury itself rather than be taken. We probably should’ve brought Foreman Dickles and some of his miners with us,” Cornelius said. 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Blood 
 
    Dregg shouted at his workers. 
 
    “I don’t think we should be doing this,” one of the old men said. “That sheriff ain’t one to mess with, and this is his girl’s stuff.” 
 
    “I’m not paying you to talk! Load up these peaches and get a move on! Haven’t choked anybody all day and you’re looking like a good candidate,” Dregg shouted. “I’m doing the responsible thing by stealing as many peaches as possible before we burn this place.” 
 
    The man let go of the cart he was pushing and backed toward the door. Dregg charged him, grabbing him by the hair and slamming him on the ground. He kicked the man several times and punched him in the gut when he finally managed to stand up. 
 
    “You’ve already been paid fifty percent in advance. Do your job and keep your mouth shut and I’ll give you the other fifty and a bonus,” Dregg said. “Or I use you as a punching bag until I get bored.” 
 
    Dedra waited calmly in the shadows. “I didn’t think this lot would be so much trouble. Are they really so afraid of the sheriff?” 
 
    Dregg thought about it. “I know how to intimidate people. There’s an art to it. This is different. They all talk about him being a heavy-handed thug, but sometimes, there’s a hint of admiration in their stories. The tough guy who terrorizes me is tougher than the tough guy who terrorizes you kind of thing. Dude talk. Bragging rights. They act like the man is a living legend.” 
 
    Dedra touched his arm. “Like when they talk about you. Every one of these louts wants to be you. Big and strong and good-looking.” 
 
    Dregg stomped forward to whip his crew into line. “Load them up, throw them in the cart, and get ‘em out of here. Save one cart for me. I’m taking it to the Mother Lode.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” one of the men said. 
 
    “Who said that? Who the hell said that!” Dregg clenched his fists and stomped up and down the line of workers. “That’s what I thought. I give the orders, not you. Anyone have a problem with that? I didn’t think so. Now, get back to work!”  
 
    They hadn’t stopped working, but their orders were too loud and plenty clear. They finished quickly. 
 
    “Okay, brother. I think they have the message now. I’ll show them where to put these. You go do your thing,” Dedra said.  
 
    Dregg grinned wickedly and pushed the cart toward the Mother Lode. 
 
    He wasn’t surprised when the fire alarm sounded near the greenhouse district. Volunteer firefighters and citizens of Darklanding rushed to put out the flames. He pulled his cart into an alley and watched Dixie race ahead of the crowd. The two retired SagCon SIs chased after her. 
 
    Dregg counted to twenty before continuing. The vacant lot where the sheriff and his cronies exercised was dark and silent. He pushed the cart off the street and went to the corner where the tires were stacked. Whistling an off-kilter melody, he urinated on the tires. Then he took one of the hammers and threw it on top of a building. 
 
    “And now, for the main event,” he said as he approached the front of the Mother Lode. 
 
    His best men were waiting. A couple of them had Dixie’s girls sitting on their laps. They stood up and dumped the working girls on the ground, laughing when they cursed. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” one of the girls yelled. 
 
    Dregg threw a peach at her, striking her in the shoulder when she ducked. “It’s a going-out-of-business sale. You might want to make yourself scarce. All you girls are on the menu since you don’t have a cooler to protect you.” 
 
    Old Pierre stepped onto the porch with a shotgun, but Dregg was already too close. He snatched it away from the much smaller man and punched him in the face. Pierre fell flat on his back and didn’t move. 
 
    “You dead?” Dregg asked, pushing the proprietor of the Mother Lode with the toe of his boot. “Nah, you’re breathing.” 
 
    He stepped over the man and laughed as he watched patrons and employees fleeing before him as if he were Genghis Khan. Dixie’s girls ran for the stairs. Patrons and busboys ran toward the kitchen. Dregg’s best enforcers spread out behind him with clubs and axes. They smashed furniture and chopped apart what wouldn’t break easily. 
 
    Pierre the younger stood in the same place as last time, behind the bar. He had one hand under the counter and the other holding a phone to his ear. His skin was pale. Sweat beaded on his forehead. 
 
    “I hope for your sake you have a shotgun under that bar,” Dregg said. At the same instant, he signaled his men to rush the kid. He took the direct path while his flankers swooped in from both sides. 
 
    Pierre the younger retreated deeper into the bar. He had a shotgun in one hand, but there was no way he could load or shoot it while he was still on the phone. 
 
    “Where the hell are you going, kid?” Dregg asked. 
 
    “Just get outta here. The sheriff and a bunch of his new deputies are on the way.” Pierre stood to block something in the corner, just out of sight of the main room. 
 
    “Is that a painting easel?” one of the men said. “The little pervert is back there painting titties on his lunch break!” 
 
    “Am not! These are mountain landscapes.” Pierre dropped the phone and racked the shotgun. “Get back!” 
 
    He aimed the gun at Dregg and jerked the trigger hard, yanking the barrel down without an explosion. 
 
    “Dumbass doesn’t know about the safety!” Dregg sprinted for all he was worth, jumping onto the bar and over it in a fluid motion. He laughed, knowing people didn’t think he could move like that. He was too big and muscular to be quick. Or so people thought.  
 
    He tackled the kid, wrapping his arms around his waist and slamming him down on the hardwood floor. His weight fell on his victim, driving his shoulder into his kid’s diaphragm. The young Pierre’s head made a wet thump on the floor. 
 
    His men laughed as they gathered around. “You’re just too fast for us, Dregg. Man, he don’t look good.” Several of the men held up their hands in contorted patterns and twisted their heads around on their necks, tongues protruding. Dregg’s men looked like deranged clowns. They shambled away laughing and making rude sounds. The Cheap and Easy enforcers spread across the bar, breaking chairs, glasses, and anything that wasn’t nailed down, all the while drinking Mother Lode whiskey. He looked down at Pierre the younger. 
 
    That was when Leslie, Chelsie, and several of their patrons swarmed down the stairs with clubs and table legs for weapons. 
 
    “Let’s get theses sons-of-bitches!” Leslie screamed. 
 
    “Put away your guns! Bring me that one naked!” Dregg said as he pointed at Leslie. 
 
    She flew off the stairs, kicking a Cheap and Easy enforcer in the chest. He stumbled backward and fell. She landed on his chest with her knees, slamming her table leg on the man’s face. That wasn’t the worst part. She bit his nose off, spat it out, then sprang to her feet with an ululating war cry. 
 
    Two or three of Dregg’s men turned and ran—some of his new guys. The others were professional tough guys. Dregg had spent a small fortune on steroids and barbells at his home base. They practiced cage fighting every day, lifted weights, and ate amphetamines like candy. One crazy berserker woman wasn’t going to scare them off. 
 
    Miners, dock workers, and prostitutes clashed with Dregg and his crew. He threw people over tables and slammed them on the ground. He kicked one of the women so hard she flew out a window. Another he grabbed by the throat and choked her as he fought men trying to rescue her. Dragging the woman like a panicking ragdoll, shaking his long hair, and screaming death metal lyrics was the high point of his life. This was what he was meant to do. 
 
    No one bothered to turn off the auto-piano. Bottles flew through the air. Men and women were smashed across tables. Neither of the Pierres made an appearance. 
 
    Then it all went wrong. 
 
    Sledge bulldogged his way onto the saloon room battlefield, his thinning hair still smoking from putting out the greenhouse arson. There was nothing extravagant about the way he fought. If he hit a man, that man went down. 
 
    Dregg rushed him, diving for a tackle. Sledge caught him by the shoulders and smashed him chest-down to the floor, covering him with his own weight. The move was a classic takedown defense, pure Greco-Roman wrestling. Dregg found himself face-down on a blood and booze slick floor with two hundred and sixty pounds of angry SI on top of him. 
 
    He did a push-up with all his strength, then twisted free, scrambling away from Sledge as a crowd of Cheap Easys swarmed the big, knuckle-dragging brute. 
 
    Penelope executed a spinning back-kick that Dregg thought might have killed a man—which made him think of Pierre the younger behind the bar. He jumped to his feet. The last thing he needed was another murder rap. 
 
    Leslie landed in front of him, pointing her table leg at him. “You want a piece of me, do you, freak!” 
 
    Dregg grabbed one of the other Mother Lode girls, lifted her above his head, and threw her on Leslie. “Didn’t see that coming, did you! Crazy bitch!” He surveyed his crew. “All right, you dogs! We’re done! Rally at the Easy!” 
 
    He fled the scene with whoever was smart enough to follow. 
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Penelope dodged Sledge as he staggered drunkenly. For a moment, she’d thought the fight had sobered him up. “Should have known better. You’re a mess.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Pen! We thumped ‘em.” 
 
    “That muscle-head should have never gotten away from you,” she said. 
 
    Leslie screamed from the behind the bar. “They killed Little Pierre!” 
 
    Something smashed through a front window. Penelope spotted the molotov cocktail pinwheeling through the air. If it hit the floor, it would break and there would be a second arson in Darklanding. She flashed toward it, slapping it back the way it had come. 
 
    Fire spread across the wide porch of the Mother Lode. A half-dozen homemade firebombs hit the front of the building and the porch. 
 
    “Bucket line!” she screamed, then put patrons and prostitutes to work fighting the fire. “Call the volunteer brigade. We’re gonna need their water truck.” 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER TEN 
 
    A Ship for Ruby 
 
    “Leaving her behind really is for the best,” Cornelius said, patting Thaddeus on the shoulder. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.” 
 
    Thad kept his gaze forward and continued to walk, less and less impressed by the dark grandeur of the caves. He was tired and worried about the argument with Shaunte. She liked to yell. They argued more often than he had with his ex-wives, yet it didn’t feel the same this time. He sensed something was wrong, something worse than previous Darklanding disasters. Of which there had been many. 
 
    “This ship will change Darklanding. Revelation of your navigation secret will change this entire sector of space. You know the Sagittarian Conglomerate will be involved. It would be good if we had somebody to advocate for Ungwilook.” 
 
    Cornelius dropped his kindly grandfather act. “People have died to protect that secret. Keep that in mind, Sheriff.” 
 
    “She should be here,” Thad said, then dropped the subject in favor of pushing ahead of the old man. “How much farther, Mast?” 
 
    The Unglok spoke through the rebreather mask Cornelius had provided. “I can see it at the bottom of this section. It is muchly the same as the other ship. Only the way down to it is different. My vision quest led me down a single vertical shaft. This ship appears to have been sealed inside the mountain.” 
 
    Cornelius and Ruby joined them on a wide ledge. 
 
    Thaddeus looked down on the ship. From this close, he marveled at the size. “Do you think that is a colony ship?” 
 
    Cornelius shook his head. “I’ve never found more than one pilot in one of the ships. Sometimes they have stowaways, like the spider things.” 
 
    “We need to tell them everything,” Ruby said. She waited, and when her grandfather didn’t argue, she explained. “Each ship can bond with a single mortal. It will do more than just transport a person, it teaches its passenger how to guide other ships.” 
 
    “What if it can’t get out of its hiding place?” Thaddeus asked. “I’m no expert, but it seems there has been a few cave-ins during the last several millennia.” 
 
    “I’ve never faced this type of dilemma,” Cornelius said. “The Red Can was waiting for me in a lush jungle valley. Two of my children found their ships on hospitable planets—paradise world compared to this underground warren of mystery.” 
 
    “How many children have you sent into the stars on the ships?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    “Only two of my children were able to bond with ships.” 
 
    “This looks nothing like the Red Can,” Thad said. 
 
    “She’s been through changes, cosmetic changes. I added an AI computer and other hardware over time. Good ship. Like a member of the family. I can’t be away from her for long…before I get restless. Need to explore, you know. It’s in my nature,” Cornelius said. 
 
    Thad thought there was more to the situation, an important detail left unspoken. He feigned insensitivity to the man’s body language. “What about you, Ruby? Are you driven by a burning need to explore the galaxy?” 
 
    “I am. Once you start traveling, worlds like Ungwilook or even Melborn seem small and simple. I never craved safety.” She squatted at the very edge, overlooking the ship several hundred meters below. 
 
    “I’ll be able to climb down. Perhaps Ruby will also have the skill,” Mast said. “Sheriffs, pig-dogs, and old men should stay here.” 
 
    “This ship is for my granddaughter,” Cornelius said. “You are merely here as an advisor or a translator in the event the ship only speaks the native language of this planet.” 
 
    “The ship is for whoever it wants to be for,” Ruby said. “You taught me that.” 
 
    “I never thought this mission would be so crowded,” Cornelius said. “But in my experience, we need a native of the host planet close at hand. I’ll be disappointed if the ship chooses from local talent, but that is a risk worth taking.” 
 
    Thaddeus wanted to go down to the ship. He needed to see it up close to convince himself it was real. From this distance it was nothing but a dusty artifact. It could have been a building or structure rather than a ship. He also hated the idea of Mast going down without him. Ruby would be there, but that was different somehow. 
 
    He watched them descend using ropes and climbing tools. His deputy used his long arms and legs to grab hand handholds spaced farther apart then Ruby could reach. The Unglok was polite and courteous as always. He not only attached the ropes Ruby needed to make the descent but carried extra items for her. 
 
    Maximus whined when he lost sight of them. As big as the pig-dog was, he was still too short to have the proper angle to witness what happened below. 
 
    Once Mast and Ruby arrived, they opened the hatch without hesitation and went inside. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Mast Jotham,” Ruby said. “It feels right that we are here together. I always thought you were okay.” 
 
    “Is being okay a muchly big compliment of humans?” 
 
    “Not really,” she said. “I meant it as a big compliment. I’m really not a people person. They make demands and rules. Most take more than they give. Most are arrogant and selfish.” 
 
    “I am none of these things,” Mast said. 
 
    Ruby laughed. “I know. It’s easier to be myself around aliens.” 
 
    “I am not the alien here.” Mast nodded toward the ship. “It is dark.”  
 
    “I’m going to turn on a flashlight. My grandfather told me to be careful with this. Some of the traveling ships react poorly to sudden light,” she said. 
 
    “I hope you will be careful. Perhaps I will wait to use my flashlight. It is presently too dark for my eyes. They may adjust in time,” he said. 
 
    Ruby covered the lens of her flashlight with her hand, then turned it on. She allowed only a small crack of light to escape, which made the rest of her hand glow. 
 
    “Your hand is muchly translucent. That is different than transparent, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, Mast. Your Galactic Standard is improving. I can tell the difference from the last time I was here. Do you want me to lead?” 
 
    “We should go together, very muchly, is what I say.” 
 
    Shoulder to shoulder they walked. The passage was short for Mast. He walked in a slight crouch. Human buildings had taught him to adjust his posture. She reached out and held his hand. 
 
    “What are the marital obligations of holding hands among humans?” 
 
    “Ah, Mast, that’s why I love you. So innocent. It’s okay to hold hands. I’ll feel safer and we won’t get separated.” 
 
    “Can you see me blush? It would be bigly strange if you did in this darkness.” 
 
    “There are many kinds of love. Familial love, friendly love, and other kinds. The word is used loosely.” 
 
    “Loosely is a muchly good word. I will use it often. Sheriff Fry will be very glad of my improved vocabulary.” 
 
    They explored the ship. Ruby showed him what she thought was a command bridge. None of the controls responded to their touch. They found other rooms with panels and screens. These seemed to have been added after the ship had been originally built and lacked power. 
 
    “Is this ship alive?” Mast asked. 
 
    “Something like that. It is sentient. I argued with my older brother before he left the galaxy. He believed they were a version of AI computers. My grandfather warned him that this was a false paradigm and would get him in trouble if he persisted believing it,” Ruby said. “He also…” 
 
    Mast squatted so he could look at her more carefully. “Are you okay? What were you going to say?” 
 
    Ruby stared into nothing for a long time then spoke in a daze. Mast did not recognize any of her words. 
 
    “Should I get the sheriff?” 
 
    Color returned to her face. A light glowed in her eyes, as though reflecting something that wasn’t there. “I feel lethargic but very good. I will bond to the ship, if you will let me.” 
 
    “I do not know how to bond to it,” Mast said. “So you must.” 
 
    She smiled. “I can show you. It is very good that I am your friend. The ship enjoys you muchly. It will bond with me if that is your will. I think the reason it spoke to me first was with the intention of letting me down easy.” 
 
    “I do not need a ship to be a deputy,” Mast said. 
 
    “There is one other ship like this one on the planet. You have seen it. I will convince my grandfather and your sheriff to keep it a secret for your people.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ruby Miranda.” 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Changed 
 
    Thaddeus could not believe his eyes. Ruby Miranda no longer seemed human. She was the same size and shape with the same skin tone and hair color, yet she was different. In her demeanor, there was both a vitality he craved and an exhaustion he understood. He wanted to be near her. 
 
    “Careful, Sheriff, you will become entranced. The effect is not lasting,” Cornelius said. “The crash after the high is deadly.” 
 
    Thaddeus stared into Ruby’s eyes. There was a light from deep inside her gaze. Then it was gone. “I’m sorry, Ruby. I didn’t mean to stare.” 
 
    “I’d be staring too. You’re a good man, Sheriff Fry. Darklanding will need you in the near future, I think,” she said. 
 
    Thaddeus fought his rising anxiety. He didn’t believe in the supernatural, but he understood that sometimes high-stress situations stimulated special insights. The girl already had good intuition. Why wouldn’t an encounter with an alien spaceship spark an epiphany? 
 
    “Should I have gone back to Darklanding when Shaunte told me to?” 
 
    Ruby took his hand and led him to the first set of natural stairs. Steep as a ladder, the passage went into the maze that had brought them down from the surface. “Grandfather, Mast…you must leave before the ship moves.” 
 
    A tremor went through the ship. Dust vibrated into the air.  The heart of the planet groaned. Rocks fell from the ceiling above the ship as well as down the honeycomb of vertical passages they’d traveled to get there.  
 
    “Time to go!” Thaddeus shouted. “Maximus! Back the way we came, fast as you can.”  
 
    The pig-thing barked. 
 
    “Not now!” 
 
    The pig-thing bounced on his front feet, huffing and barking insistently. Thaddeus and the others yelled warnings. There was too much noise to hear everything. Maximus darted up the steep passage. Thaddeus and the others followed. 
 
    “Do you think he is muchly knowing a better way?” Mast said. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Thaddeus said. Speaking became a luxury as they raced higher and higher. Each tremor seemed worse than the last. 
 
    “Where’s Ruby?” he asked. 
 
    “She went back to be with the ship,” Cornelius said. 
 
    “This is going to be a long climb with the ceiling falling on us,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “You are not loosely wrong,” Mast said. 
 
    Maximus continued to lead them without further temper tantrums. Thaddeus watched the animal, wondering not for the first time how intelligent he was. His own danger sense was activated. He could feel his adrenaline pumping. They made good time. Unfortunately, they were deep underground and not likely to escape if there was a true collapse. 
 
    “Are you sure you should leave your granddaughter with that ship?” 
 
    “Yes, Sheriff. The ship will protect her. She may be the only person who survives today. The ship will find a way out if it wants to get out,” Cornelius said. 
 
    Maximus stopped at an intersection. The pig-dog-thing clearly wanted to go into the left passage, which was horizontal. 
 
    “Not that way, Maximus. We need to go up every chance we get. It’ll take us a day to escape even if we can maintain this pace, which we can’t,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “We muchly cannot.” Mast bent over with his hands on his knees to catch his breath. 
 
    Maximus popped up and down on his five toe hooves and barked. His mouth trembled as he bared his teeth. Thaddeus hadn’t seen him like this since he attacked the Chandler crew. His instinct was to back away, but he held up a calming hand instead and waited. 
 
    “Calm down there, buddy. I’m not stopping you from going that way if you want. You need to trust me. We have to go up,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    Maximus dropped his savage act for one second, rolling his eyes and sighing in exasperation. Then, fast as a snake, he darted forward and bit the hem of Thaddeus’s long coat. He yanked Thaddeus forward in a series of sharp tugs. 
 
    “Maybe we should just look at this so-very-muchly horizontal passage and enjoy not going up so steeply,” Mast said. “I think this re-breather mask is muchly suffocating me when we climb.” 
 
    Thaddeus wrapped both hands around the muzzle of the pig-dog. He held firmly without squeezing. He neither wanted to hurt the dog nor get bit. “Okay, Maximus. Let go. Just open your jaws and back away.” 
 
    Maximus snarled as he shook Thad’s hands free. He turned and went into the new passage. The confrontation had lasted less than a minute but had drawn the entire party off the vertical ascent several meters. 
 
    “I think I understand your animal,” Cornelius said. He pointed his flashlight at the ladder-like stairs they had been navigating. Water trickled down in several places. 
 
    “Stupid animal. That’ll teach me to ignore his dog sense,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    The trickle became a steady flow. Thaddeus and the others hurried after Maximus. He was at the limit of his flashlight range when he last looked where they had come from. The steady flow of water was now a raging rapids. 
 
    Thaddeus and the others hurried onward. The sound of a torrential waterfall roared behind them. He caught up to Maximus and scratched behind his ears. “Good dog, Maximus.” 
 
    “Snort, grunt, grumble,” Maximus said, then farted. 
 
    An hour later, Thaddeus called a halt. They rested, rehydrated, and ate their travel rations. The walls trembled constantly. Most of the rocks sweated water and other fluids. He could still hear the waterfall. It sounded like an entire ocean was draining into the caverns. 
 
    On the next stretch of their journey, they came to a ledge overlooking one of the huge cathedral-like caverns he had seen when flying the airship against LeClerc. There were glowing lakes hundreds of meters below the ledge. The water level rose steadily. 
 
    “I think the exotics rush is about to hit a bit of a barrier,” Thaddeus said. He knew what happened in a boomtown when the exotics dried up. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    P. C. Dickles read the seismograph again. “No, Jeannie. This is the real thing. Pack it up.” 
 
    “With respect, boss, I’ve been doing this as long as you have. We get vibrations all the time since the discovery. I trust the seismograph about as far as I can throw Fat Bob.” 
 
    Dickles faced her, taking a step forward. The other miners stopped muttering to each other. All eyes were on him. 
 
    “The seismograph is just a tool. You all know how I feel about it. Not a fan. Trust my gut a hell of a lot more. So forget about the seismo. Trust me. I know what to do.” 
 
    “Did the cave speak to you?” Jeannie asked. 
 
    A few of the miners in the back row snickered. She didn’t, however. All she did was hold his gaze and wait. That was what respect looked like, Dickles thought. 
 
    “This is the big one. It’s time to go. On the bright side, a collapse like this could open up all kinds of new veins.” 
 
    Jeannie turned and faced the miners. “You heard him. Move your asses! This isn’t a drill. Begin the evacuation.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Miss Dixie tipped the air cabdriver. “I need you to wait for me.” 
 
    “Sorry, Miss Dixie, I can’t do that. It’s against company policy.” 
 
    She fluttered her eyelids at him. “But I’m asking you nicely.” 
 
    “Ah, Miss Dixie. You know I don’t want to leave you out here. They make us do it so that our fares will pay extra to get from the desert back to Darklanding.” 
 
    “I understand,” Dixie said. “You are probably wanting to give up your account at the Mother Lode. Start saving money by handling things yourself.” 
 
    “I’ll be right here when you’re done,” the driver said. 
 
    She walked through the little village until one of the locals told her Stephen Henderson III was looking out over Transport Canyon from one of their scenic balconies. “Just a ledge, really. Hundreds of them around here. We provide shade and some ice chips. Fruit when it’s in season and cider when it isn’t.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Dixie curtsied, then pointed up the hill. “That way?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    She found the man standing before an easel. He held a paint pallet in one hand and a brush in the other but wasn’t moving. Tears welled in her eyes and she fought to catch her breath. This son-of-a-bitch took so much for granted. Pierre the younger would’ve died for so much time to explore this area and have such a view to inspire him. 
 
    “What are you painting? A pile of dog crap?” she asked. 
 
    Stephen Henderson III studied his cameras as though he wasn’t sure then looked again to the mountains on the distant horizon. “It doesn’t seem quite right, does it?” 
 
    Dixie had her small blaster in her purse. She’d only fired it one time on the day she purchased it to make sure it worked. The man standing before her was ten times as repulsive as the monsters he employed. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Miss Dixie? Have you reconsidered my offer?” 
 
    “They killed the young Pierre,” Dixie said. 
 
    Henderson lowered his paintbrush, then dropped his chin to his chest. He started to speak, but the words didn’t come easily. “That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    “You have to call off your dogs,” she said. 
 
    “My dogs aren’t the kind you can call off. You can only give them enough rope to hang themselves.” 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    The Thing from Glakridoz 
 
    Thaddeus and the others followed Maximus without argument. The animal had an uncanny sense of direction. They spent the better part of the day staring at a waterfall blocking their progress. Maximus refused to take any other route. He sat on his haunches, eyeballing the water until it finally stopped flowing 
 
    By the second day, they had survived several earthquakes and avoided drowning in a subterranean lake. Noonday sun blinded them as they emerged into Transport Canyon. Plumes of dust rose from other caves. Rescue crews flew to and from the SagCon mines a mile away. Thaddeus and Mast found the Calico undamaged. The Red Can had moved itself to safer ground. 
 
    “I’m worried about your granddaughter,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “Don’t be worried. I value her life more than my own. If I doubted the ship in any way, I would’ve kept her away. She is stubborn and sneaky, but those are traits she inherited from me,” Cornelius said. “Her survival was never in doubt. Mine, on the other hand, would have been forfeit if not for your Glakridoz.” 
 
    Thad looked at Maximus. 
 
    “Is that what he is?” 
 
    Cornelius nodded. “No one is sure where they’re from. I doubt they’re from Ungwilook. Well-suited to the planet, however. Lucky for us.” 
 
    “Are you from Planet Glakridoz?” Thaddeus asked the animal. 
 
    Maximus stared at him with a perfect poker face. 
 
    “I will remain planet-side for a few days. If Ruby hasn’t contacted me by then, I will put the Red Can in orbit until she does,” Cornelius said. 
 
    Thaddeus bid the man farewell. 
 
    “We must be heading back to Darklanding, I think,” Mast said. “Do not worry about Ruby Miranda. I believe she is in good hands.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on down there,” Thaddeus Fry said as he circled the runway. His flight path took him over a large portion of Darklanding. “Why are there so many people on the streets? Has news of the mine collapse reached the public already?” 
 
    “They must very muchly know. I have counted twenty-seven emergency response crews that passed us on their way to the mines,” Mast said. “These people seem to be happy. Why would they be happy about such a tragedy?” 
 
    “They’re drunk. It’s like Mardi Gras down there.” 
 
    “What is a Mardi Gras?” 
 
    Maximus huffed and did a little dance, shaking his head in time with music only he could hear. 
 
    “It’s a big party.” Thaddeus watched the pig-dog-thing, thoroughly confused at its behavior. “Are you trying to tell me you’re a party animal?” 
 
    Maximus stopped bouncing and rolled his eyes. He went back to his corner and lay down to sleep, something he did often when annoyed with Thaddeus. 
 
    Thaddeus landed the Calico and parked it in a hangar. Mast helped him rush through the post-flight checklist. “We need to check in. Assuming I still have a job.” 
 
    Late-night revelers and roving bands of troublemakers crowded the streets of Darklanding. “The collapse doesn’t mean anything. There are still more exotics exposed to mining crews than there ever has been…” a man said as Thaddeus and his friends passed by. 
 
    “Forget the Mother Lode.  Meet us at the Cheap Easy,” a woman said to a group. 
 
    Two streets away, someone fired a blaster. Thaddeus ran toward the sound with Mast and Maximus close behind him. All they found was an empty street. “I don’t see any discharged battery packs or damage. Probably someone firing in the air.” 
 
    “Why would someone do that?” Mast asked. 
 
    “It seems like a lot more fun when you’re drunk,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “I do not think intoxication and blasters go well together,” Mast said. 
 
    “You already know more about blasters than most of these people.” Thaddeus hurried to the Mother Lode, increasingly worried about what he would find. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Thaddeus stepped off the trolley without waiting for it to stop and strode toward the front of the Mother Lode. A group of men and women had one of his tractor tires balanced vertically and were attempting to roll it up the stairs. What they thought they were going to use it for inside the saloon, he had no idea. 
 
    “There is someone inside that tire,” Mast said. 
 
    Maximus barked his agreement. 
 
    The tractor tires Thaddeus used for exercise didn’t have rims. They were open in the middle. Decades ago, his grandparents had turned one into a sandbox for little Thaddeus. Flipping one of the two-meter tires would have been impossible with a metal rim. 
 
    Two of the men rolled the tire as a woman went round and round inside, squealing in delight. 
 
    “Hold on, Kelly. We’re going to hit the stairs again,” one of the men said. 
 
    “No, I can’t. I’m going to puke!” 
 
    The men howled with laughter and rolled the tire as fast as they could toward the stairs. It collided with the steps and fell sideways. Kelly tumbled out, covered in vomit. 
 
    “Why is she still laughing? That smells horrible,” Mast said. 
 
    Thaddeus walked up behind the first man and kicked him hard in his gluteus maximus. The man rocketed forward, landing on his face. The rest of the group turned. Thaddeus pointed at them. “You better pray this isn’t my tire you’re puking in.” 
 
    Men and women ran in all directions. Kelly staggered to the steps, leaned on her knees, and dry-heaved until tears came. “I’m sorry, Sheriff. It’s just a tire and we weren’t hurting no one.” 
 
    “Go home. Right now,” Thad said, then took the steps to the Mother Lode two at a time. He looked at the fire damage and knew he had made a mistake by not listening to Shaunte. All he had done was hike up and down mine shafts and nearly get his friends killed. He hoped what he had learned about the mysterious ship and Cornelius Vandersun was worth it. He also hoped Ruby escaped the system before SagCon realized what was happening. 
 
    “Mast, come look at this. Fire damage. Looks intentional, which makes it arson,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    His deputy studied the front of the Mother Lode carefully but said nothing. Maximus sniffed the charred surface. 
 
    Thaddeus pushed through the front doors and stared at a dozen patrons engaged in a drinking game at a table normally reserved for Pierre. A few of them glanced at him, then went back to what they were doing. The piano wasn’t playing. There was a trashed drum set on the stage and the place stank of sour liquor and ash. 
 
    “Pierre, these jokers are at your table,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Sheriff. I’ll need you to pay up your tab if you have a chance.” 
 
    Thaddeus strode to the bar. “Since when do you let people sit at your table? And I thought you didn’t like drinking games.” 
 
    “I’ll take any customer I can get right now. Those guys aren’t afraid of Dregg’s bully-boys because they are Dregg’s bully-boys. I’m not sure if they’re here waiting for you or just to prove they can go wherever they want,” Pierre said. 
 
    “Where’s Sledge and Penelope? Shaunte told me they were in town,” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    Pierre cleaned a glass with a towel. “They don’t work here. I don’t know where they’re at right now. If that big fella came in here, I’d let him run a tab. A lot less shenanigans when he’s hanging around. Assuming he hasn’t passed out.” 
 
    “Slide your account reader over here so I can pay out. Then give me a whiskey, and another in ninety-three seconds.” 
 
    Pierre smiled. Thaddeus couldn’t be sure, but he thought the man had tried to hold it in without success. 
 
    He walked across the saloon floor and faced Pierre’s table. “No drinking games before five.” 
 
    “Says who?” The man was big and heavily muscled, but also extremely drunk. He looked like he hadn’t slept much for the last couple of days. His friends didn’t seem to be in better condition. 
 
    Thaddeus grabbed the man’s wrist. With his other hand, he lifted the man’s right elbow higher than his shoulder. This brought the man up out of his chair and onto his toes. Thaddeus slid his right foot back in an aikido move. The combination of his footwork and joint manipulation swung the drunk tough guy around in a circle and off his feet. Thaddeus gave him a little bump with his hip to make sure he lost his balance. 
 
    The man crashed to the ground with a curse that died when the air exploded from his lungs. 
 
    The rest of the men at the table stood, shoving their chairs away. 
 
    Thaddeus released his victim and faced the others. He got the first man with a left jab and the second with a right cross, dropping them both to the floor. He retreated and side-stepped to improve his position. The others came at him without proper consideration for Mast or the pig-dog from Glakridoz. 
 
    Maximus leapt to the air, slamming his forefeet and snout into the biggest man’s chest, who went down screaming. 
 
    Mast drew his blaster and aimed it at the ceiling. “Party’s over! Last call for alcohol! You don’t have to go home but you can’t stay here! Hit the road jack. Muchly hit the road!” 
 
    Thaddeus stepped into his next opponent, hooked him under the arm, and threw him over his shoulder. He spun away just in time to avoid a flying chair. This was what he was good at. He’d had lots of practice since arriving in Darklanding. Any moment now, Pierre would fire his shotgun and the brawl would be over. 
 
    Mast slammed his blaster down on a man’s head. Another man shoved him back. Maximus latched onto the man who’d pushed Mast, shaking the man’s leg side to side and snarling. 
 
    Thaddeus fought two more opponents. Pierre remained behind his bar, slowly cleaning out the inside of a beer mug. The once-fierce saloon proprietor kept his eyes down, almost as though pretending the fight wasn’t happening. 
 
    Thaddeus wrapped his fire coat over the head of an opponent, then punched the man in the face. He kicked another person, unsure if it was a man or a woman. Two men tackled him. He leaned on his back, twisting and scrambling to get free of their combined weight. Eventually, he came out on top, standing quickly and walking away. 
 
    His opponents lined up to face him with their bloodied knuckles and broken noses. He strode behind the bar and snatched up the shotgun. He didn’t know why it was more effective than his blaster, but that didn’t matter right then. He racked a round into the chamber and fired one shot at the ceiling. 
 
    The crowd of tough guys backed toward the front door. “This ain’t gonna stand. Dregg is gonna be pissed.” 
 
    “That sounds too bad for Dregg,” Thaddeus said. He waited until the men were gone, then faced Pierre. 
 
    “What the hell is going on with you?” 
 
    Pierre pointed at a bloodstain on the floor behind the bar. “They killed the kid. I just don’t feel up to fighting anymore.” 
 
    The sheriff hesitated, pinching his eyes shut at the loss. He liked the kid. There was no reason for him to die. 
 
    Thaddeus unloaded the shotgun, checked the barrel for obstructions, then reloaded it until it was cruiser ready. That meant there wasn’t a round in the chamber and it had to be racked to be used. It was a safer way to store the weapon, and also allowed for the dramatic effect of racking a round when needed. 
 
    He looked around the saloon. Without the piano and the crowds, it felt like there had just been a funeral. He didn’t see any of the girls or hear any squealing or laughing from upstairs. It felt like the Mother Lode was closed. 
 
    “Not many people are brave enough to come here, not since Dregg and his crew busted it up the second time,” Pierre said. “I never liked the kid, especially since he refused to change his name. Now I miss him. And his stupid paintings.” 
 
    “So why don’t you close the doors? Why not give up?” Thad asked. “You haven’t even tried to clean up the place. Who comes to a pathetic dump like this?” 
 
    “Well, it’s strange you ask. I never really liked having the Gloks in my establishment. Thing is, they really got attached to the Tigi Miss Dixie provided. So when her greenhouse got burnt down and the supply of peaches for the Tigi went up in smoke…” He fought down strained laughter. “I thought they’d be gone for good. Now they’re the only people who come here. They pay me a small fee to sit at their own tables. I’m not really sure what they’re doing, except maybe telling sad stories about how they miss their Tigi.” 
 
    Thaddeus watched them enter the room. They gathered around several tables and sat down very quietly. Each one of them spoke while the others listened. Occasionally they laughed or cried or made other gestures he didn’t understand. 
 
    “What are they saying?” he asked. 
 
    Mast did the hand movement and body lunge that was roughly equivalent to a human shrug. “They are telling stories. All of them are sad that there is no more Tigi.” 
 
    “That’s not what humans would have done in the same circumstance,” Thad said. 
 
    “We are different in that way,” Mast said. “I am very sad about the young Pierre. And it seems not good that the Mother Lode has no customers.” 
 
    “I need to talk to Shaunte. Can you look for Sledge and Penelope? We are going to need their help.” 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Posse 
 
    Thaddeus took off his hat and held it as he waited for Shaunte to look up from her desk. It seemed like it had been years since he set foot in her office. Everything about Darklanding had changed. He couldn’t imagine the spaceport without the Mother Lode. 
 
    “Nice of you to check in,” Shaunte said. She avoided looking directly at him. 
 
    “I heard about Pierre the younger.” 
 
    Silence held the room like judgment. 
 
    He shifted his weight and heard a board creek underneath him. 
 
    Shaunte brushed a strand of hair to cover one side of her face, a strange movement that set off warning bells for Thaddeus. “He’s not the first person to be murdered in Darklanding. He might’ve been the first that was unavoidable. I really don’t have the energy to fight with you right now.” 
 
    “I’m back and I’ll see justice is done,” Thaddeus said, cringing at how weak the words sounded. Pierre the younger had been a kid, an artist who didn’t belong there. “I was told the heavy for the new beer hall did it. He brought his goons in here to break the place up. I’ll need some help, but I can handle him.” 
 
    “I doubt that. You haven’t seen this guy. They call him Dregg. He’s probably as big as Sledge, but all muscle and meanness. Most of his crew is just as bad. Even if you can get Sledge sober, you’re outnumbered fifteen-to-one,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “Let me worry about that.” 
 
    “Fine. Go take care of it. Try not to get yourself killed. Don’t come back to my office unless I send for you,” she said. 
 
    Stunned by her tone, Thaddeus started to leave when he saw something about the way she moved. He waited until she had walked to the edge of her desk, which was her normal cue that the conversation was over. She wasn’t standing straight and she moved slower than usual. Suddenly the way she covered one side of her face with her hair made sense. 
 
    He stopped. “What happened to you? Were you here when they attacked?” 
 
    “Well, Thaddeus Fry, when I didn’t have a sheriff, I had to go take care of things myself. I went over to the Cheap and Easy. It wasn’t pretty. I spent the last day and a half reviewing the contracts they signed in the city zoning laws. There is no legal way to put them out of business until their leases are up, which is in five years.” 
 
    Thaddeus calmed himself. He’d been in battle many times. He’d been furious often. The sight of Shaunte’s injuries and his sudden realization that she was hiding them from him threatened to undo him. Someone was going to pay, and he thought it would be a tattooed bodybuilder named Dregg.  
 
    Thad pinched his eyes closed, but not before a tear escaped and trailed down his cheek.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Thaddeus slammed the door behind him and stalked down to the Mother Lode saloon. There were a few patrons drinking. He didn’t recognize any of them. What he wanted was a few of Dregg’s men to beat up and send home with the message to get out of town. 
 
    Mast moved to intercept him, holding both hands up in a calming motion. “You are muchly angry.” 
 
    “You’re damn right!” He strode straight towards three men drinking near the broken piano. “You three work for Dregg?” 
 
    The men jumped to their feet and backed away, hands raised submissively. “No, Sheriff. We don’t work for him. Haven’t been over there all week. Probably never go back. It’s not right what they did.” 
 
    “They have half-credit pitchers twice a week,” one of them said. The other two shoved him away. 
 
    Thaddeus grabbed the closest man by the front of his jumpsuit and hauled him onto his toes. “You know where the Cheap and Easy beer hall is?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but I’ll never go there again. There are a bunch of assholes over there. I don’t care how cheap their beer is. I think one of the girls there gave me herpes!” the man said. 
 
    “I’m not telling you to go over there and get hammered. Just tell Dregg that I’m coming for him. Tell him he’s gonna wish he was never born,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    The men fell over themselves in their haste to leave. 
 
    “I will muchly be going to get Mister Sledge and your ex-wife,” Mast said. 
 
    “Don’t call her that.” 
 
    Mast and Maximus hurried through the front door. Two other patrons paid their tabs and left. When Pierre went to the backroom to check his stock, Thaddeus was left alone. 
 
    He stomped up the stairs and banged on the door of Leslie Stargazer. “Are you in there, Leslie?” 
 
    “I’m here if you’re going to war. If you’re just looking for a piece of ass, then go away,” she said. 
 
    “It’s going to be a war. Is Chelsie up for it?” 
 
    The door opened. Leslie looked angry and a bit intoxicated. She tried to pull on a stolen fire coat like the one Thaddeus had requisitioned when he first arrived in Darklanding. She had one arm in and the other kept missing the hole. Thaddeus tried to help her, but she pulled away angrily. “I don’t know where Chelsie is. She couldn’t take what happened to the young Pierre. Left the day after it happened and hasn’t been back.” 
 
    “What about the other girls?” 
 
    Leslie narrowed her gaze on him. “You disgust me. Why drag them into this? None of them were prior military like Chelsie and I.” 
 
    “That’s not what I was asking. I just need to know where they are so I can keep them from being targets. If they’re out of harm’s way, that’s one less thing for me to worry about.” 
 
    Leslie nodded. “Smart.” She cursed, jabbed her arm at the sleeve several times, and finally forced it through. “Hold on, let me get my blaster.” 
 
    Thaddeus shook his head. “Why am I not surprised you have a blaster.” 
 
    She produced a shortened rifle with a sling. 
 
    “Holy hell! That’s a bit more of a blaster than I expected.” 
 
    “It has three settings—single shot, full auto, and shotgun. I’ve had her since I left the service,” she said. 
 
    Thad went downstairs and found that Mast had returned with the two retired SIs. Sledge was about five minutes out of a hangover. Penelope was as hard and cold—and beautiful—as always. 
 
    “The only reason I’m here is to pull my partner out of his downward spiral,” she said. 
 
    “Hello, Penelope. Good to see you. This is going to be like old times,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “God, I hope not.” 
 
    “Sorry, Thad. We didn’t do much good while you were gone. I think Shaunte was counting on us to hold the fort until you got back,” Sledge said. “We’ve been helping Dixie at her greenhouse. Trying to salvage as much as possible. She’s broken up over the loss. I think everyone is. Darklanding won’t be the same without her black market peaches and that drink the Ungloks love so much.” 
 
    “I should have been here. This is my fault,” the sheriff claimed. 
 
    No one argued with him. 
 
    “Let’s put together a plan,” he said. 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    No Plan Survives First Contact 
 
    Thaddeus and Mast made a direct approach to the Cheap and Easy. Leslie and Maximus approached on a parallel course using side streets and alleyways. Sledge and Penelope moved over rooftops on Thad’s left flank. Andronik and his human friend Bobby were recruited at the last minute to scout ahead and whistle if they saw signs of an ambush. 
 
    “You better stay back a bit, Andro. None of Dregg’s crew likes Ungloks much. They’ll be suspicious. I’ll dart ahead and whistle the moment there’s trouble,” Bobby said, watching his friend closely. The Unglok had healed quickly from being thrown off the building, but it had changed him. Subtly, but Bobby saw it. 
 
    Thaddeus waited until the two kids were a block ahead. He saw the human kid take the lead. Andronik seemed to like the boy and Thaddeus trusted Andronik. The Unglok kid had helped him out several times since he arrived on Darklanding. 
 
    “We won’t go inside. Just have a look and get a feel for how they run their external security. No need to rush to failure. Why get one of them when we can have the entire crew?” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “There will be many of them,” Mast said. 
 
    “Once we put Dregg in his place, the others will be easier.” 
 
    “I am muchly nervous.” 
 
    “You should be. I’m always nervous. It keeps me alive.” 
 
    Freighter after freighter crossed over Darklanding to circle the spaceport landing zones. The Cheap and Easy was closer to the pads than the Mother Lode. Warehouses and machine shops stood side-by-side in every direction. No one lived in this area. “I guess if you’re going to have a loud, obnoxious bar, this would be the place to have it.” 
 
    “But we are going to shut it down, is what I say.” 
 
    “Yes, we are, Mast. We’re going to kick some ass tonight,” Thad said. He held up a hand for everyone to stop, hoping the other parts of his team saw the signal. “Something’s not right. Andronik is just standing there facing us.” 
 
    “That does not appear muchly correct. If he is looking for the enemy, he should be facing the other direction,” Mast said. “This is the first I have seen him since he ran ahead. Normally, he is sneaky.” 
 
    “He’s being held hostage or something,” Thaddeus said. He continued to walk as though he had seen nothing unusual. “Keep your eyes open and be ready to take cover.” 
 
    Mast veered toward a building on the right as he walked. 
 
    Thaddeus pushed away needless thoughts. He strode toward Andronik with one thing on his mind. Save the kid. The Cheap and Easy wasn’t going anywhere. Was this a trap? Of course it was. Would he die? Maybe. The trick was to keep his friends safe, give them a chance to escape. 
 
    “Thaddeus! Go back!” Andronik yelled. 
 
    A strong hand shook the Unglok youth. “Shut your Glok mouth.” 
 
    “Why don’t you step out of the shadows and face me like a man?” Thaddeus said, taking several strides closer. 
 
    “I’m not planning to get shot,” said the shape lurking behind the hostage. 
 
    “Are you Dregg or one of his cronies?” 
 
    “You got me. Dregg Hardtime in the flesh. We’ve got a friend in common.” 
 
    “Dregg Suv Humanity you mean, and I doubt we have anything in common.” Thaddeus shifted to his left. Dregg was holding Andronik in the mouth of the alleyway. Shadows covered him but not the Unglok boy. 
 
    Dregg pulled his victim back a step. “That’s about close enough. I doubt you can shoot as good as everyone says, but why take the chance? Times are changing in Darklanding. You can get on the payroll or you can get dead.” 
 
    “Interesting. If you’re going to make threats, you can consider yourself under arrest. Surrender now and save us both a lot of trouble.” 
 
    Maximus howled in the night. Thaddeus saw Dregg’s shape flinch, look around, and step into the light. The man was huge and more muscular than the sheriff had expected, despite the way everyone talked. It was almost ridiculous. Thaddeus wasn’t sure how he walked or took a crap. But muscles were muscle. He had to be strong. Thaddeus didn’t want the violent brute to get his hands on him. 
 
    “I’m sorry I got caught,” Andronik said. 
 
    “Let him go,” Thaddeus said. “I’ll take you on with no guns. Boxing and wrestling or whatever.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid or naïve. You probably have a dozen snipers out there. So why don’t we do this instead.” He yanked Andronik into the shadows. The Unglok kid screamed in pain. 
 
    Thaddeus drew his blaster and rushed forward, activating the small light under the barrel as he went into the darkness. Two steps into the trap, that he knew was a trap but went anyway, Dregg’s crew struck. 
 
    He expected to be struck with clubs or maybe shot dead, although they could’ve done that while he was standing in the light. What he got instead was a heavy net dropped from a second-story window. Lead weights made it fall in a perfect arc. He twisted to get free. 
 
    Three men fell upon him with clubs, sticks, and metal rods. He laughed crazily, the pain-filled laugh that came when things were going seriously wrong. He wanted to fire his blaster, but it was smashed against his leg. Dregg and his men rolled Thad into a ball and pummeled him north and south. 
 
    Maximus burst into the fray snarling and snapping his teeth. Leslie attacked at the same time with a jumping front-kick, smashing a man’s teeth in. Half of the ambush team whirled on the new attackers and overwhelmed them with numbers. Thaddeus couldn’t get a count from his position. Dregg and two other men were still beating him. He twisted to minimize the force of the strikes, but it was no good. 
 
    He heard Sledge and Penelope rush into the alley firing their blasters. Dregg and the others vanished in all directions as though it was a preplanned maneuver. Thaddeus fought against the net but only tangled himself further. When he finally came to his feet, he saw Leslie standing unsteadily and holding her head with both hands. 
 
    “Fraking stun poles,” she wobbled, staggered, nearly fell. “Those things are made for cattle, not attractive working girls like me.” 
 
    “I’ve got perimeter overwatch,” Sledge said. 
 
    “They were at least platoon strength. Probably more out there we can’t see. We need to move before they decide to use their own blasters,” Penelope said. 
 
    “They could have weapons staged,” Sledge said. “Ambush points pre-planned.” 
 
    Thaddeus ripped the last tangle of net from his legs and hurled it away. “Like this ambush point? Where’s Andronik?” 
 
    “The Unglok kid got away. I sent him to the Mother Lode.” 
 
    Three glass bottles stuffed with burning rags arced over the building. 
 
    “Clear out! Back to the street!” 
 
    The bottles hit the alley pavement, shattering and throwing fire in three large circles. 
 
    “Amateurs,” Sledge said. 
 
    Thad used his phone to call the first three people on the volunteer fire brigade phone tree. “Fire in the warehouse district. Block three-twelve-bravo.” 
 
    Twenty unarmed men and women stepped onto the street. “We’re unarmed, Sheriff. Came to help put out the fire,” a woman said. 
 
    “Can’t do much good with you all pointing blasters at us. Put those things away and help us with a bucket line,” another said. 
 
    “The fire is not muchly spreading. The brigade will bring a water truck. I think we should not help these people,” Mast said. 
 
    The crowd deepened and advanced. Half of them were drunk, fresh out of the Cheap and Easy. 
 
    “Street party!” several men and women yelled. 
 
    “Fire! Oh my god, Darklanding is on fire!” yelled another. 
 
    Dregg’s goons mixed through the throng of confusion, pushing closer and closer to Thad and his friends as they retreated. 
 
    “None of the online classes discussed the proper method of containing a party-riot,” Mast said. 
 
    “Nope. Retreat might work.” 
 
    “Get him!” Dregg shouted from the crowd. He charged with his loyalists. “Sheriff Fry is trying to burn down the Cheap and Easy!” 
 
    “No! That’s bullshit!” 
 
    “We have to fight the fire!” 
 
    “Get the sheriff!” 
 
    “That freaking dog bit me!” 
 
    Thad drew his blaster and pulled up the bottom of his coat to soften the impact of flying bottles and rocks. “Split up. Escape and evade. Rally at the Mother Lode.” 
 
    He fired a shot in the air, then aimed it at the growing mob, slowing them to a walk. They kept coming, but none of them seemed ready to die. 
 
    Sledge and Penelope moved smoothly into an alley that wasn’t on fire. Maximus stopped dragging one of Dregg’s goons, lifted his leg on the crying man, then raced after Leslie as she retreated with her blaster rifle. 
 
    “I’ll shoot anyone who comes after me!” she yelled. 
 
    “What do we do?” Mast asked. 
 
    “Back away slowly and keep backing away. That’ll give the others time to get clear,” Thad said. Blood ran down his forehead. 
 
    “Your face is bleeding. How did that happen?” Mast asked, pointing his own blaster skyward. 
 
    “Cut on my forehead. Looks worse than it is.” He glanced at his deputy. The Unglok was covered with bruises and cuts. 
 
    “I’m going to give you an order, Mast.” 
 
    “It must not be to leave you here. I am muchly staying with you.” 
 
    “Get out of here. Go for help.” 
 
    “I’m staying!” 
 
    Thad knew what he had to do, but it hurt worse than the flying bottles and the humiliation of his failure. “Get the hell out of here! I don’t need you! I never needed you! You’re only making it worse. Just go!” 
 
    Thad thought this was a strange place to meet his end. After everything he had survived on Centauri Prime and escaping from the inside of a collapsing mountain, he was going to be beaten to death by a drunken mob. 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    The Great Tigi Society 
 
    “Sheriff Fry!” 
 
    Thaddeus recognized Andronik’s voice. 
 
    “Come this way. Bring Mast with you.” 
 
    “It is muchly nice of the child to invite me in this rescue attempt,” Mast said. 
 
    “Remember what I said about walking slowly backward?” Thaddeus asked. “Forget about it. Run!” 
 
    They sprinted through the warehouse district with Andronik in the lead. A group of Ungloks herded pigs across the street as soon as they passed. 
 
    “Get those animals out of the way!” Dregg shouted. He fired a blaster at one of the shepherds. Animals and Ungloks scattered. 
 
    Thaddeus and Mast kept running. 
 
    “This way!” Andronik yelled, waving for them to follow him into the Unglok district. 
 
    The streets were narrow and the buildings leaned toward each other in the old township. Whoever planned the streets didn’t like to make them straight. There were no alleys as humans knew them. Every third or fourth building had a walkway connecting upper levels. Laundry hung on lines that sagged lower and lower. Several of Dregg’s goons became twisted in an Unglok woman’s underwear. 
 
    Thaddeus caught up with Andronik and several adult Ungloks he recognized from the Mother Lode. “Why are you helping us?” 
 
    “We are friends of Miss Dixie. She made the Tigi which we have not seen for many generations. There can be no Tigi Society without Tigi. These men would burn you like they burned the peaches for Tigi,” the old Unglok said. “I do not run fast like the young ones. Follow them and trust them.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Thaddeus said. “What was your name?” 
 
    The old patriarch was already gone. 
 
    “Dregg and his goons are coming. They are breaking everything. I will get you out of here so they will not stay and do more damage,” Andronik said. 
 
    “That is muchly good,” Mast said. 
 
    Maximus appeared from one of the Unglok streets and ran alongside them. 
 
    “Where’s Leslie?” 
 
    “Snort, snort, grunt, grunt, grunt.” 
 
    “Forget I asked,” Thaddeus said. “Andronik, how do we get back to the Mother Lode from here?” 
 
    “We will go through the new Unglok neighborhood. Prefabricated human buildings that are bigly ugly,” Andronik said.  “Then I will find Bobby and punch him in his traitor’s face.” 
 
    The Unglok boy led them into the cliff dwellings facing Transport Canyon from the side of the Darklanding mesa. Men, women, and children sang as they continued with their lives. Some paused to watch Thaddeus and his friends race by. Others scowled at the approach of Dregg and his crew. 
 
    “We are getting away,” Mast said. “They do not seem to be good at running long distances.” 
 
    “Could be another trick, but I think you’re right.” He stopped on one of the uniquely public balconies of the Unglok community and stared at the moon and stars over Transport Canyon. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mast said. 
 
    Maximus barked once. 
 
    All across the Unglok cliff dwellings, above and below and on each side of Thaddeus, families stared at the mountain foothills. 
 
    A ship lifted into the air. Not a single light marked its passage. It would have been invisible if not for the faint reflections of the night sky. The engines roared then went silent as it rose higher. 
 
    “It is good that the ship is free of the planet,” Mast said. “I know Ruby is safe inside. May she live long and muchly well in partnership with it.” 
 
    Thaddeus heard Dregg yelling at an Unglok a few streets behind him. “We need to go, Andronik.” 
 
    The Unglok boy saluted him. “This way, sir!” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Penelope and Sledge waited until the chaos passed, then followed. “I’m counting three dozen. Six look like they have training and keep a pretty good security perimeter around Dregg.” 
 
    “Six is too many. Assuming we could get past the others, and through this crowd,” Sledge said. 
 
    Bottles flew through the air and bounced off the sides of buildings. Space freighters swooped low on their approach to the landing pads just beyond the warehouse district. It felt like a combat zone even though Penelope was pretty sure the pilots in those ships couldn’t care less about what was happening below. Their job was to deliver freight to the spaceport, load up, and fly out again. They probably didn’t even see the riot flowing through the streets. 
 
    “Do you think this was part of Thad’s plan?” Sledge asked. “When he said draw out the enemy assets, I thought he meant the core of Dregg’s crew.” 
 
    “He’s smart enough to realize no plan survives first contact with the enemy. I doubt he wanted Darklanding burnt to the ground,” Penelope said. “These buildings aren’t especially flammable. If these looters make their way into the Unglok sector, things will change for the worse.” 
 
    “I’d rather not see that happen.” 
 
    Penelope agreed, but she wasn’t sure where this conversation was going or what good it would do. She knew there were TerroCom soldiers on the other side of the planet and suspected they went off their designated training site more often than the SagCon Board of Directors wanted to admit. But it didn’t matter. She had no way to call them and they wouldn’t obey her orders even if she did. 
 
    “All right, Sledge, watch my back.” She let down her waist-length red hair and shook it out. With her blaster held down at her side, she ran into the thick of the drunken disturbance. “What are we doing out here? The beer is inside the Cheap and Easy! And the girls!” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “Screw this! Let’s go back and get hammered. I bet they can’t even charge us right now!” She waved one hand toward the Cheap and Easy beer hall almost a mile away now. The crowd roared with enthusiasm as they rushed back toward the promised intoxication and sex. 
 
    About twenty men and a few women, including the six professional soldiers around Dregg, turned on Penelope. Sledge was waiting for them with a blaster in each fist. “Time to dance, boys and girls.” 
 
    Two men came up with weapons. Sledge shot them before they aimed. The others spread out to find cover. 
 
    “On me, Sledge! Move!” Penelope rushed toward a fire escape. She pulled the ladder down and scrambled up. Sledge followed. When she was at the top, she fired several rounds to discourage pursuit. Sledge shook the entire wall when he clambered upward. 
 
    They ran across a rooftop and jumped to the next building. Sledge hit so hard, his right boot punched a hole in the waterproof tiles. Penelope pulled on him until he was able to yank his leg free. None of their pursuers attempted to jump. They shouted at their confederates on the ground, who took potshots at the SIs. 
 
    “Come on. Pick up the pace, you big tank,” Penelope said. They raced across two rooftops before climbing to the ground and heading away from the Unglok sector. 
 
    “Just like old times,” Sledge panted. 
 
    “Why’d you really come back to Darklanding?” Penelope asked. She jogged backward for a few strides to check for pursuit. 
 
    “Cost of living is pretty low here, or was with the new discovery of exotics. Before that, I couldn’t have afforded it for long even with my expense account. I thought maybe Dixie would come around,” Sledge said. “Why’d you come?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you if we live through this one.” 
 
    “You always know how to motivate me.” He studied the terrain. “We can get to the Mother Lode first. Help Thad set up a defense now that we know the enemy’s true strength.” 
 
   


 
  



CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Engagement 
 
    Dixie stepped out of the air limousine, ignoring the driver who held the door. Moments later, Stephen Henderson III followed her. She stared at the burnt remains of the greenhouse, emotion completely wiped from her face. Henderson had made promises. She wondered if she was a fool to believe any of them. Her thoughts returned to the small blaster in her handbag every time she looked his way. 
 
    “This will be expensive to replace, but it was just a greenhouse,” Henderson said. 
 
    “I didn’t bring you here for the greenhouse. You promised to order your men to stand down,” Dixie said. 
 
    “Ah, yes. I did say that. It seems they have arrived to give me the opportunity,” Henderson said. 
 
    Dregg and Dedra walked ahead of their best fighters. All of them were men built like Dregg and armed like TerroCom soldiers, but without heavy armor. Dregg’s long hair flowed over his shoulders. His shirt showed his chest, shoulders, and arms. Dixie half-expected him to take it off for no reason. She thought even his fingers must have muscles on top of muscles. If he could lift both arms above his head at the same time, she would dance naked on a trolley to the SagCon mines. 
 
    Dedra wore a skirt that flared to show ninety percent of her thighs while still somehow concealing what needed concealing. Dixie thought it was the way the woman walked—so natural and so sensuous, it seemed she had invented the art of strutting. Dedra was tattooed everywhere there was skin except for all of her face and parts of her hands. The black and red squares ran down her back and under her arms like a bizarre painting from Alice in Wonderland. On her arms, the pattern converted into scrolling rose work leading to her fingernails like monster talons. 
 
    It was her eyes that disturbed Dixie. They blazed sapphire blue. If she believed in androids, this woman would be a good candidate. If there were such things as demons, this woman had to be their queen. Dixie thought she was more dangerous than her brother and Henderson combined. 
 
    “Hello, Stephen,” Dedra said as she strutted forward. 
 
    “Don’t hello me. I am very displeased at your brother’s behavior,” Henderson said. 
 
    “Oh?” Dedra said, moving closer. 
 
    Dixie backed away from the scene. She glanced down an alley she had used many times to visit the greenhouse covertly. 
 
     “I’ve always given you and your brother free rein, but this time, he went too far. Both of you know I am a patron of the arts. I’d rather abandon this entire project than lose one artistic soul to your crude violence,” Henderson said. 
 
    “I know,” Dedra said, taking the final step between them. Her hand flashed upward. No one saw the dagger until she pulled it back. 
 
    Henderson staggered towards her as she backed away, reaching for her with one arm. His mouth formed words that made no sense. 
 
    “Oh, thank you. You are such a gentleman,” Dedra said as she wiped her dagger on his sleeve. “Someone throw his body over one of the Unglok balconies. Make sure he falls all the way to the canyon floor. Someplace people don’t go very often.” 
 
     Dixie ran into the alley chased by Dedra’s laughter. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Sledge, Penelope, Mast, and Leslie concealed themselves on the rooftops to watch the approach to the Mother Lode. Maximus roamed the streets, sniffing out intruders. Thaddeus stood just inside the front door of the saloon and stared at the street. His fire coat hung just past his knees, opened in front to allow easy access to his blaster. He wore his hat indoors and ran scenario after scenario through his head. 
 
    Dregg and his sister had won every battle in this war. He hadn’t even realized they were playing a deadly game until it was too late. Pierre the younger and others had suffered as a result. The Mother Lode looked like the scene of a post-apocalyptic novel. The sign above the front door hung from one hinge. Wind blew dust down the paved street. 
 
    “Sheriff, Dixie just came in the back. She says Dregg and Dedra are coming,” Pierre said.  The man had a shotgun, but didn’t seem excited about using it. Thaddeus wasn’t counting on him to fight. 
 
    Dixie burst into the room. “They killed Henderson! She killed Henderson. Stabbed him straight through the heart.” 
 
     “Who’s Henderson?” 
 
    “He’s the one who caused all this. Tried to buy out the Mother Lode,” Dixie said. 
 
    Thaddeus looked at Pierre, who only seemed more depressed and unresponsive. 
 
    The sound of fighting broke out in several directions. Thaddeus keyed up his radio. “Penelope, give me a report.” 
 
    “Interesting that you go straight to your ex-wife when the chips are down,” Dixie said. 
 
    “We have squad-level combat at all four of our observation posts. I’m a little busy. Don’t expect me to answer unless you’re bringing help,” Penelope said. 
 
    Thaddeus saw Dedra and Dregg walking side-by-side toward the front of the Mother Lode. 
 
    “They’re here,” he said. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Dixie said, pulling her small blaster pistol from her handbag. 
 
    Pierre nodded as though he would also come, holding the shotgun in both hands. No color remained on his sweaty face. 
 
    “Stay here. If they get past me, get Shaunte and go out the back.” 
 
    “I’m right here,” Shaunte said as she came down the stairs with her hunting rifle. 
 
    “Both of you stay here. You wanted me to do my job, so let me do it.” He stepped out onto the porch and stared down on his enemies. 
 
    “Is this going to be a blaster fight?” Dregg asked. 
 
    “It’s not going to be any kind of fight. You’re under arrest for murder, arson, and about a hundred counts of inciting a riot. I’m going to tell you what to do and you do it, starting with keeping your hands where I can see them.” Thaddeus felt the cool breeze of the Darklanding mesa on his face. The ever-present ships servicing the spaceport reminded him of Ruby. He hoped she was safe. 
 
    Gunfire sounded from several directions. He heard Penelope, Sledge, and the others shouting on the radio. “Dixie says she stabbed some guy named Henderson.” 
 
    Dedra took a step forward, tilting her head. “Did she?” 
 
    “Don’t let her get close!” Dixie shouted from the doorway. 
 
    Thad took a step forward, halving the distance to Dedra. She hesitated, then continued. 
 
    “Stubborn man,” Dixie said. 
 
    Dregg moved, but not as far as Thaddeus had anticipated. The man seemed to be maneuvering toward his flank. 
 
    “I don’t know why we haven’t met,” Dedra said. “You look delicious. All frontier rugged.” 
 
    “I’ve been busy.” 
 
    Dedra strutted forward, tugging down her blouse with one hand to reveal more cleavage. “That hurts my feelings. Usually when a man says he’s busy, he’s making excuses to chase after another woman.” 
 
    She lunged with a knife. Thaddeus caught her wrist. With his other hand, he pulled his handcuffs and slapped them on her. She screamed at him without words. He tripped her and she went down hard. 
 
    Dregg charged. 
 
    Thaddeus took several steps back and jumped sideways. The musclebound enforcer adjusted course and chased him with frightening quickness. Thad reached for his blaster. Dregg grabbed his wrist just as he had grabbed Dedra’s. 
 
    He tried to twist free. If he didn’t get control of his blaster, this fight was over. He kicked at Dregg’s knee. The big man dodged his feet backward without letting go of Thaddeus. The awkward dance upset his balance, but he was surprisingly nimble. Before Thad could capitalize on the move and try to trip him, Dregg drove his right knee forward like a kick-boxer, slamming into the sheriff’s diaphragm. Air rushed from Thad’s lungs. 
 
    Spots danced in his eyes. He heard the voices of his men on Centauri Prime. There was someone else, as well. A voice he recognized. Someone he needed but didn’t want in this fight. His time in Darklanding had brought him excellent friends and he couldn’t bear to see them die because he wasn’t strong enough, fast enough, or smart enough. 
 
    “I will not muchly tell you again to let go of the sheriff!” 
 
    “Put that thing away, you stupid Glok!” 
 
    A blaster bolt flashed between Deputy Mast Jotham and Dregg Hardtime. Most of the energy seared into Thad’s shoulder, spinning him to the ground. He refused to let go of his enemy, dragging him down as he fell. They hit the ground side by side. 
 
    Thaddeus scrambled onto the giant man’s back and wrapped one arm around his neck. He took his injured arm and pushed on the back of the man’s head. He didn’t feel the pain yet, but his shoulder and pectoral muscles were badly damaged. He didn’t have much strength. What he had was weight and he leaned it all on the back of Dregg’s head, forcing the choke tighter. 
 
    Dregg stood, lifting Thaddeus into the air, then threw himself backward to land on the sheriff. Stars flashed through Thad’s vision. He cranked as hard as he could with his good arm. Ten years seemed to pass before Dregg went unconscious. The pain in his shoulder and chest went supernova across all his senses. 
 
    Dedra screamed at Thaddeus, then at Mast as the deputy dragged her away from her brother. Thaddeus handcuffed Dregg with plastic zip ties while he was still unconscious. 
 
    Penelope, Sledge, and Leslie ran onto the scene, blasters still smoking from the recent gun battle. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Thaddeus slouched on the couch with an icepack pressed to the side of his head. Shaunte typed at her computer, a habit she had recently acquired in lieu of voice dictation. She sat so straight, Thad wondered if she were getting taller from her excessively good posture. He decided he liked the way she had pinned her hair up.  
 
    Dixie and Pierre sat opposite her at the desk. 
 
    Shaunte spun a tablet around, then slid it toward them. “See how that looks.” 
 
    “You set all the terms for six months,” Pierre said. 
 
    “This is an emergency contract. SagCon can and will seek additional vendors for all services needed on Darklanding.” 
 
    “That’s how this all started,” Dixie said. 
 
    “I’m forming a committee to help with the growth of Darklanding. Your input will be valuable. I plan to hire a professional staff to review applications and contracts. This was my mistake. I should have done my due diligence with Henderson,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “You won’t be having problems with him,” Dixie said. 
 
    “No, I won’t. Please review the contracts carefully. Everything is negotiable…to a degree,” Shaunte said. 
 
    Pierre and Dixie stood, nodded together, and left the room. 
 
    Thad took Dixie’s chair and put one foot up on the chair Pierre had been in. He shifted the ice pack, the sling holding up his arm, and stretched his back. His fight with Dregg had hurt him in places he didn’t understand. That was how fights were most times. The worst pain was his chest and shoulder, where emergency surgery had fixed him up for a long recovery. Even after his wounds healed, they wouldn’t be healed. 
 
    “Your report about the mine collapse is lame,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “Nothing much to report. A lot of flooding. Foreman Dickles has figured out some novel approaches to recovering submerged exotics,” Thad said. 
 
    “Lame.” 
 
    “No one would believe my story about the ship. I left it out.” 
 
    Shaunte closed the digital copy of the report without comment. “How is Miss Miranda Vandersun?” 
 
    “According to her grandfather, we won’t see her for a while. She’s off to explore distant galaxies.” 
 
    “Good for her.” 
 
    “He also mentioned he wanted to donate funds to repair the damage from recent events, in Darklanding and the mines,” Thad said. 
 
    “How much does he want to spend?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    “As much as it takes, quietly, of course,” Thad said. 
 
    “So Darklanding is still a boomtown?” 
 
    Thad nodded. 
 
    “Then you better get back to work.” 
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    The End of Episode 8. 
 
    “So why did you come back to Darklanding?” Sledge asked. 
 
    Penelope Fry-Grigman, recently retired from the SagCon Special Investigative Branch, smiled without looking at him. She loved sunsets, even on rocks like this. “Thad is supposed to take me dancing.” 
 
    “I don’t think Shaunte will like that,” Sledge said. “Or Dixie.” 
 
    Penelope slapped him on the ass like they were both football players after a good game. “I came to rescue my partner, you big oaf.” 
 
    “Huh. That’s believable.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Something big is in the works. No one creates an army like TerroCom from scratch for no reason. My new boss has questions.” 
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    The Real End of Episode 8. 
 
    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. 
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    Author Notes: Scott Moon 
 
    Thanks for reading the eighth installment of Assignment Darklanding! We've really covered some distance in this story, haven't we? The people of Darklanding have finally tasted prosperity. Sadly, it can't last, can it? (Yep, Craig and I are working on episodes nine and ten… which means trouble right here in Darklanding (and maybe in other places you’ve been wondering about.) 
 
    I hope you enjoyed Boom Town. I was about halfway through this one when that old movie Roadhouse with Patrick Swayze began creeping around in my head. Seemed like a natural fit, similar setting with larger than life characters and lots of martial arts action (I love a good karate flick). 
 
     What I'd started out with was the idea that prosperity doesn't always mean peace and quiet. Then, as usual, my carefully crafted outline took on a life of its own and changed a little bit each time I sat down at the keyboard. 
 
    I'm good with that. That's what makes writing fun. Always a surprise. 
 
    I love all the positive feedback and reviews Craig and I get. It seems, big surprise, that Mast Jotham and Maximus are reader favorites. Who's your favorite character? (I'm trying to make sure I don't kill off the wrong characters… Kidding! Not kidding, no one is safe in these stories. LOL.) 
 
    If you've stayed with us this long, you're a true fan! You deserve for your favorite character to make it to the end of season one, or at least go out in a blaze of glory. 
 
    All joking aside, I am really thankful for your continued interest and friendship. 
 
    Be safe, 
 
    Scott 
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    Written on 4/18/18 
 
    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. 
 
    We continue the series, full speed ahead through to Episode 12, as promised. We’ll call that season one. After the season is completed, we’ll step back and take a stab at a variety of marketing efforts in order to increase the core readership. That’s what it’s going to take for us to commit to a second season. We both have so many projects. Darklanding is fun, make no mistake about that. 
 
    Our next effort is to shop it to Hollywood. Or Bollywood. Maybe Netflix. I’m indifferent as long as they treat the story right. You want a season two? That’s how you get a season two, come on Netflix! That is a one in a million chance, maybe one in a hundred thousand because we do know some people, maybe not the right people, but some people. 
 
    The weather has changed and spring is coming. That means melting snow and lots of ice. The snow melts during the day when temperatures rocket to near 50F, but then everything freezes when overnight temps go below freezing. It makes for a really tough walk for poor Phyllis the Arctic Dog. In the afternoons, she becomes Phyllis Mc MuddyPaws. It’s not the best time of year, but at least I can wear shorts now. We went to the grocery store on Sunday. I wore shorts and a sweatshirt. It was 37F. I wasn’t the only one dressed like that. Welcome to the Sub-Arctic. 
 
    Scott lives in Kansas. My son grew up there. It’s really flat. And windy. I’ve driven through it quite a few times. I’d rather fly in and then fly out. Nothing against Kansas, but it’s really flat.  
 
    Alaska has mountains. Lots and lots of mountains, multiple mountain ranges, and big mountains.  
 
    The aurora was out this morning, but we’re at the time of year where it never gets darker than twilight. That aurora was something to show through the dawn (it was 3:50 am, but the dawn’s light shone across the horizon). I watched for a while before going back inside. It’s what I do. I go outside and get some fresh air. Some days are colder than others. It was above freezing this morning which means we could have a righteous melty day. We need the sun to power through that last two feet of snow on the ground. Give it a couple more weeks and I’ll be able to take Phyllis into the ten acre wood behind our house.  
 
    And there we are. I need to get back to the next story, Darklanding 9, A Warrior’s Home. 
 
    Peace fellow humans. 
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