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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    The shuttle pod settled to the ground, throwing up a great cloud of dust. It would be a brief stop at Ungwilook.  
 
    They always were. 
 
    Dump the cargo. Didn’t matter if it was human or material, it was all treated the same. Delivering to the frontier planet wasn’t as important as cargo headed out, the exotic minerals, smelted and refined to remove as much of the waste ore as possible. Freight costs were insane from planetside to the orbiting long-haul vessels. 
 
    Exotic minerals equaled profits. If the corporate overlords could squeeze out a few extra credits by not dead-heading a transport—that was, sending it in empty—then they were all for it. They charged coming and going. 
 
    The irony was that the corporations owned everything. They charged per kilogram, per kilometer, per seat, per meal, per every stitch of clothing.  
 
    They charged those who worked for them. They charged those who bought from them. Most workers weren’t as well-off as indentured servants. At least those people knew they had no hope. The miners and workers had hope that one day they’d be able to retire. When those hopes were crushed, they became unruly.  
 
    Then the corporation paid people to keep them in line.  
 
    Thaddeus Fry stepped from the shuttle, pulling his jacket over his mouth. He squinted against the chunky, cold air as he tried to get his bearings. He followed the person in front of him, hoping that she knew where she was going.  
 
    Probably not. The tall man didn’t have to wonder why no one on the shuttle seemed happy. They didn’t call this place Darklanding for nothing.  
 
    The newcomers shuffled into a small building that served as an arrivals area. Lackeys for the people in charge held up signs over which the grumbling wave of humanity washed. The reception committee gathered their charges and left, heading to the processing facility, the mine, the saloon, or wherever the employment contracts put them.  
 
    For the moment, anyway. They’d go where the Company told them to go. There was a clause… 
 
    The dust cloud danced away on the wind, exposing the shuttle and working equipment. Thaddeus watched the man overseeing the cargo load. It was efficient, taking less than a minute to roll the pre-fab containers into place. They locked automatically and the shuttle ramp closed. The man walked toward the arrivals building. 
 
    Thaddeus stood back from the window, trying hard not to be seen. He suspected the man would go the other way had he known someone was waiting for him.  
 
    The worker walked through the door, shutting it behind him and shaking like a dog.  
 
    “Excuse me,” Thad said calmly. The man recoiled in shock. “I just want to know how to get to the Mother Lode. I believe I’m staying there for the time being.”  
 
    The man laughed softly at first, but his mirth grew until he was slapping his thighs. “Either someone really loves you or hates you, Mister. There’s no in between.”  
 
    The man continued to laugh softly without having answered Thad’s question. Time to pull out the big guns, he thought. He opened his coat enough to where his badge shone, a combination of chrome and gold, a five-pointed star with the single word ‘Sheriff’ in the middle.  
 
    The man stopped laughing, his eyes narrowing as he took in the features of the new sheriff.  
 
    “I just want to know how I get to the Mother Lode. If you point, that will be good enough. I want to be out of here as much as you want me out of here.”  
 
    The man pointed to the door. “Left and keep walking,” he said coldly. 
 
    “Much obliged.” The sheriff didn’t bother asking the man’s name. No matter what, it would seem aggressive. He wasn’t sure he wanted to get to know any of these people. The man would probably be much happier enjoying his anonymity.  
 
    Thad only wanted to find his room, stow his small bag, and get something to eat that hadn’t been reprocessed on a spaceship  
 
    He nodded to the man and headed toward the door. He left and shut the door without looking back. Leave the man in peace. He’d prefer to leave them all in peace.  
 
    That would make his two-year gig on Darklanding almost palatable.  
 
    The sheriff walked into the street, a dirt road that led straight toward a conglomeration of anonymous modular buildings not far away. They were modular in design for ease of transport to the site. The Company didn’t spend more than they had to for anything. 
 
    If they only had the same attitude toward billing people.  
 
    Thaddeus shook off his reverie to stop and look at his surroundings. As a captain in the fleet’s ground service division, an ubiquitous title for the army, he took personal responsibility for making the lives of those in his charge the best they could be, in combat or the other twenty-nine days out of the month when his soldiers were sitting around and twiddling their thumbs.   
 
    The new sheriff smiled. “Would you look at that, Fry-man?” he said out loud. No one else was near. “A blank canvas on which to paint a masterpiece. Or this could suck a whole lot. Jury’s out, Fry-man. Let’s see what kind of palette we have to work with.”  
 
    He walked quickly toward the buildings, turning into the main street which was far busier than he expected. People going to and fro, engaged in their business. No one greeted him in the street.  
 
    Thad saw the Mother Lode. It was the only building that stood more than two stories high. It had a sign up front, an artistically painted sign, but not well lit. It had dulled over time, from the wind and the dust.  
 
    Most of the town had seen better days. Five years old and it was already worn and beaten down. Five and life to go. 
 
    The Company would keep people on Ungwilook for as long as there was ore to be had. The natives, the alien race that had the misfortune of living there when the exotics were discovered, were hired as little more than slave labor. They’d been a peaceful race, not technologically advanced.  
 
    The miners had introduced them to mankind’s vices.  
 
    The sheriff’s thoughts had returned full circle. He was there to do a job. Maintain the peace, enough that people could do their jobs. Keep the natives from rising up against the authority of the Company.  
 
    Thad reminded himself that he better check in with the Company’s representative as soon as he could. His orders didn’t say that he had to, but military training told him that he had best make nice with his new boss.  
 
    The Company Man.  
 
    Thaddeus Fry, Sheriff of Darklanding, opened the door and walked in to the Mother Lode, a saloon from another era where people and aliens alike gathered to forget their woes. 
 
    And go deeper in debt to the Company.  
 
    The clash of noise and light stopped Thad in his tracks. He blinked and winced at the assault upon his senses. He oriented himself and headed straight for the bar. The bartender looked at him sideways, but didn’t speak. 
 
    “I’m supposed to have a room here,” Thad said matter-of-factly.  
 
    After a long hesitation, the man replied, “Rooms are handled at the front desk.” He jabbed a finger toward a desk on the other side of the bar. It couldn’t be seen from the front door, and there was no sign.  
 
    Thad thought about telling the bartender that questions could be allayed with a little effort, but bringing that up wasn’t his concern. Never volunteer, a lesson he learned in the army, applied to fixing other people’s problems. They might not see them as problems and any fixes would be seen as an intrusion.  
 
    “Obliged. Thank you.” Thad moved to the empty desk and stood there. There wasn’t a bell to ring. He suspected his presence would alert someone to do their job. 
 
    Shortly, the bartender arrived and took a seat behind the desk. “How can I help you?” he asked gruffly. 
 
    Thad held his gaze steady, torn between rolling his eyes and grabbing the man by the throat. 
 
    Sometimes, you just have to revel in the absurdity of it all. 
 
    “My orders show that I’m billeted here. Temporarily, that is.” Thad handed over his pad with the orders prominently displayed.  
 
    The man’s face dropped as he recited the first line. “Sheriff Thaddeus Fry.”  
 
    The sheriff had blocked out the sounds from the saloon, but the sudden silence was as loud as a rifle shot. He turned to see a variety of faces looking at him. From their seats at the gaming tables, from the dancers on stage, from the restaurant at the far end, to others drinking by themselves, all eyes were on him.  
 
    Revel in the absurdity. He smiled and waved. “Howdy!” he called. “I’m Thaddeus Fry, the new sheriff of Darklanding. I’ll be around to talk with each and every one of you, introduce myself properly.”  
 
    He watched as the people looked away, returning to their own affairs, as he wanted to return to his. The bartender handed the sheriff his pad and a small key card. “Up the stairs to the third floor. First door on the left. Temporary could be a long time, Sheriff. Your official quarters were bombed. And yes, that’s what happened to the old sheriff. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll mind your own business, because we don’t want the Mother Lode to be on the wrong end of mining explosives, if you get my drift.”  
 
    The sheriff leaned close to the bartender. The man rocked back, shocked by the dangerous look on the old soldier’s face. “Maybe we’ll just find the bombers first and put them away. You wouldn’t be able to point me in the right direction for that, would you?”  
 
    The bartender shook his head.  
 
    “I didn’t think so,” Thad said, barely above a whisper. He stood up straight and in a loud voice, stated clearly, “I appreciate the tip! That will speed up my investigation like you can’t believe. Thank you! I’ll get right over there and talk to those gentlemen.”  
 
    He winked at the expression on the bartender’s face. 
 
    “And you can suck my ass,” Thad said under his breath. “So much for the group hug.”  
 
    He climbed the steps quickly, finding the gravity light by comparison. He’d been on too many planets and on too many ships to know what normal was. He expected he’d have to work hard to stay in shape. That’s one way to show the flag, he thought. 
 
    At the top of the steps, he waved the card at the first door on the left and it popped open.  
 
    His room was small and austere, but it had its own small bathroom. The bed was beat up, but the linens smelled clean. Surprisingly. The desk was nice enough, but the chair had to go. He’d talk to management. 
 
    By that, he meant that he’d take one from somewhere. It was all Company property so theft was limited to taking from the Company, not each other. He expected he could requisition one that the Company would take from his pay, delivering the chair promptly a good week before he shipped out at the end of his two-year assignment.  
 
    Assignment: Darklanding.  
 
    The ominous name of the mining outpost on the frontier beyond the comfort of the inner systems. His new home. He chewed on the inside of his cheek as he surveyed his surroundings. He shook his head, put his bag on the chair, pulled out his pistol belt, hitched it, and left the room in search of the Company Man. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    The bartender ran for cover when Thaddeus reappeared and headed toward him. The sheriff stood and waited, smiling and nodding at the man cowering behind the bar. “Tell me where the Company Man is, and I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    The man didn’t answer right away. Thad leaned on the bar and looked at the patrons. People eating, as it was the only restaurant. The chow hall offered different options, but the people were willing to continue mortgaging their lives for a decent meal.  
 
    But health care was free, or so he’d been told. 
 
    Gamblers played while lonely men watched the showgirls. The down and out nursed their drinks, desiring to get drunk but not having enough money to do so. How many centuries have we gone backward? Thad thought as he watched the people, his favorite pastime. He felt sorry for most of them.  
 
    Thaddeus spotted who he expected was the facility manager. He wore the jumpsuit of the service class with a rank badge showing management. The woman next to him wore something far less official.  
 
    He expected she was the madam. The second floor of the Mother Lode was a brothel, completely legal in the frontier. And it struck him. I sleep above a brothel.   
 
    He shifted his gear, resting his hand comfortably on his hand blaster. He hoped to never use it. He was ready if he had to.  
 
    *** 
 
    “He wants me,” Miss Dixie drawled, slowly moistening her lips with the tip of her tongue, curling her hair around one finger. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Pierre replied gruffly, sneering as he watched Miss Dixie’s lust on full display. “I think somebody wants somebody, but it sure ain’t him.” 
 
    “You curtail that sharp tongue of yours, Mister Pierre,” she shot back, looking sideways at the man sporting a clean and crisp jumpsuit, hair perfectly coiffured. He even smelled good. She wanted to know his secrets, but didn’t want to ask because she didn’t want to listen to some long, drawn out diatribe on his mastery over the human condition. She still thought he was a pig. “How could anyone not want this?” 
 
    Miss Dixie stood and twirled, drawing the curves of her body with both hands, finishing with a flourish.  
 
    “You must be eating more than the rest of us, despite what I’m charging,” Pierre muttered. 
 
    Dixie turned cold and glared. “Maybe I’m skimming more off the top than you realize,” she suggested before storming off.  
 
    I better check on that, Pierre thought while eyeing the sheriff carefully. The man remained as a statue, looking at the doors to the entryway, a small room that kept the arctic cold and the desert dust from blowing directly into the saloon. The sheriff had one hand on the hand-blaster he carried on his right hip.  
 
    He only wanted people to do as they were supposed to. He didn’t want to be bothered. Pierre could read it all in his expression.  
 
    What an odd duck, Pierre thought. 
 
    *** 
 
    The bartender wouldn’t come clean. He refused to talk with the sheriff.  
 
    “Fine.” Thad strolled casually through the saloon, weaving between the tables and greeting anyone who made eye contact. He intercepted the madam as she rushed toward a doorway beside the stage. 
 
    “Ma’am,” Thad said, bowing his head slightly.  
 
    “You can call me Dixie,” she said, blushing, with a well-practiced flutter of her thick eyelashes. “Actually, my dear Sheriff, you can call me whatever you want.”  
 
    “Thank you, Dixie. I am looking for the Company Man, I need to check in with him. Just to see what he thinks I’m supposed to be doing.” 
 
    “She,” Dixie said coldly.  
 
    “The Company Man is a woman?” Thaddeus Fry wasn’t dense, but this was his first Company gig. He didn’t know what he didn’t know.  
 
    Dixie raised one well-shaped eyebrow. “Do you need an escort, Sheriff? I would be happy to drop everything I’m doing for you, if you can make it worth my while,” she said coquettishly, trying to look demure.  
 
    Thad smiled and tipped his hat. “I thank you greatly. Just point me in the right direction. I have to figure this place out sooner or later, and since I’ve been here all of an hour so far, I expect now’s a good time.”  
 
    She pointed to an office beside the entrance to the restaurant seating area. “You’ll find Miss Shaunte Plastes through that door.”  
 
    Thad smacked his lips. “Time out of your busy day to escort me? Forty-seven feet, Miss Dixie? I’ll be watching you, which won’t be too hard on these old eyes, if you get my meaning.” He traced one finger down her neck and made a swirl on her bare shoulder before smiling and walking away.  
 
    He hadn’t missed the goosebumps that appeared on her arm.  
 
    He brushed past two natives who were sitting funny because of how tall they were. They grumbled and stood up. One said something in their language. It sounded harsh.  
 
    The sheriff was experienced enough in dealing with alien races that he didn’t overlay his language expectations on them. He turned and bowed his head. Their experience with humans had to be far greater than his experience with them.  
 
    “I’m sorry if I bumped you. Please accept my apologies,” Thad said before turning to move on.  
 
    A skeletally thin hand gripped his shoulder, so he turned back. “I’m sorry, I’ve never met a Glok before. I don’t know what you want, but I prefer that you not grab me.”  
 
    “They say we do not use that term. It is bad for us. Very muchly so, they say,” an Unglok said from a seat near Thad’s side.  
 
    “I meant no disrespect, good sir. I will try my best to learn your language and your customs. You deserve that from me.” Thad had turned to face the seated alien, who was still almost as tall as the sheriff was standing. The standing Unglok kept his hand on the sheriff’s shoulder.  
 
    The alien’s hair was light brown, very humanlike in appearance, but his eyes were large and emerald green. Thad looked to the other two, whose eyes were a soft amber. He looked at the alien’s hand and then to the one who spoke the human language of English.  
 
    “I really need him to remove his hand. If you could help me with that, I would be in your debt.”  
 
    “You call me, sir,” the alien said with a smile. “Very muchly that. Yes. Him? I cannot help you. He is being a jerk. Jerky McJerkface, they say.”  
 
    Thad hoped the alien physiology was close enough to human that his hand-to-hand training could be put to good use. With his left hand, he grabbed the alien’s hand and twisted it palm upright. He joined his right to his left, pulling down on the wrist with his fingers while pushing the top of the alien’s hand as if trying to touch the alien’s palm to his forearm.  
 
    Just as a human would, the alien dropped to his knees as he tried to relieve the unbearable pain coursing up his arm and directly into his brain. Thad kept applying pressure until he was able to push the alien over backward. The Unglok on the floor scrambled back to his feet, huffed, and hurried for the exit. His friend joined him on the way out.  
 
    “You so very muchly won’t have any more problems with that one.”  
 
    “I’m Sheriff Thaddeus Fry and your English is most excellent. My compliments, good sir.”  
 
    “They say I am Mast Jotham. My job is to interpret for the humans. Yes. They say that very muchly.”  
 
    Thad laughed at the alien’s exuberance. He held out his hand, before reconsidering. “Do you shake hands?” 
 
    “Yes, but not while seated. No. Not seated.” Mast stood up and then bent back down to shake Thad’s hand.  
 
    “Wow!” Thad exclaimed, before seeing that the alien was a bone rack. He couldn’t have weighed more than fifty or sixty kilos. The sheriff nearly doubled the alien’s weight. “Will I have your help when I visit the mine or the processing facility?”  
 
    “Not at the processing facility. They say our kind are not allowed in there. The mine, yes. I work at the mine, very muchly so.”  
 
    “I look forward to it and we’re going to have to work on your English a bit. I offer my services. I hope that we can enjoy a mutual exchange as I am serious about learning your language.”  
 
    “This makes me happy. That makes exactly two of you who are willing to try it.” 
 
    “Two? I’m in elite company. Who is my fellow cunning linguist?”  
 
    “The last sheriff. He is dead now. It is just you.”  
 
    Thad blinked and looked around. The others nearby were studiously avoiding looking at him.  
 
    “I’m not the last sheriff, Mast Jotham. Meet you here, tonight, say six?”  
 
    “I will be here,” the alien said noncommittally. 
 
    *** 
 
    Shaunte Plastes was up to her elbows in virtual paperwork. She was the Company’s representative and one of the youngest residents of Darklanding. She was constantly at odds with the people, trying to earn respect, all the while trying to prove herself to the Sagittarian Conglomerate, SagCon as they were called, the group that ran the Company.  
 
    She finished the last form report and started on the next. She didn’t know why she had to put the same data on four different forms, but that was the requirement. Each form required the data in a different format with scraps of additional information. The forms were tagged for a variety of departments.  
 
    She rested her head in her hand, her long blond hair cascading over her arm. She wore a lean black dress that accentuated her curves. She had kicked off her low heels and rested her stockinged feet on a padded ottoman. Shaunte threw her head back and traced a finger along the pearl necklace around her neck. Dangling from it was a small pendant, a gift from her father, one of the SagCon Board of Directors.   
 
    She rolled the pendant in her fingers. In the civilized systems, it would be worth a great deal. In Darklanding, it was worth no more than costume jewelry.  
 
    She flinched at the pounding on her door. Her heart raced at the surprise, and she waited for it to slow before shouting, “Come.” 
 
    The door opened. A middle-aged man strolled through. Short hair, a scar, and the creases in his standard-issue jumpsuit suggested he had been military. She’d seen the type before. The blaster at his belt and the star on his chest said that he was the new sheriff.  
 
    She didn’t bother standing as she wanted him to know his place. He worked for her.  
 
    “Good morning, ma’am. I’m Thaddeus Fry. I wanted to check in with you, as my new boss, and understand your expectations for what I’ll be doing here.” He stood easily, feet shoulder width apart. He looked relaxed but not. His expression hadn’t changed from the second he came through the door. His eyes were locked with hers. 
 
    He hadn’t gone on a visual excursion of her body, something that most men did, along with some women, too. She appreciated that he was being a professional.  
 
    “I’m Shaunte Plastes, Company Man at our little mining outpost on Ungwilook.” She watched and waited, expecting him to extoll his virtues in an effort to impress her. But he stood and waited for her to finish. “My expectations are that you will keep the peace, first and foremost. We are here for one reason only and that is to mine the exotics. If there seems to be a conflict between the law and mining, then mining wins because we are the law.”  
 
    The sheriff pursed his lips and then loudly exhaled. “I can live with that. The last sheriff got blown up? I wasn’t told about that. For the record, I would have still come. I’ll look into the circumstances around the blast, unless you tell me not to, and then I’ll still probably look into it because we can’t have people wondering if they are going to get blown up or not, least of all me.” 
 
    “I can’t blame you, Sheriff. Look into it, but take it easy. These people frighten easily. Maybe get to know them first.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. On my contract, it says I can hire a deputy. Is there one already hired? I’d like to interview him or her.” 
 
    “It’s just you. That’s why you’re staying here. I figured it would be safer that way. Maybe you’ll last longer than your predecessor.” 
 
    “Ominous words, Miss Plastes. How many sheriffs have served out their gig in Darklanding?”  
 
    “One, but he was carried off on a stretcher. It seems that the planet did not agree with him. You’ll only be the fourth sheriff. We didn’t really need one until recently,” she added. 
 
    “I think I’ll stop asking questions, because the answers aren’t making me feel any better.” Thad looked at the floor and noticed that his boot was scuffed. He looked up quickly to see if the Company Man had noticed. Then he shook his head. No one cared about that stuff here and he would never be in a place where they did. He wasn’t sure that was a bad thing. “If you can point me in the direction of my office, I would appreciate it.”  
 
    “Didn’t you check in to your room yet?” she asked, jumping on her computer and quickly bringing up the sheriff’s record file. 
 
    “Yes. Don’t tell me…” the sheriff’s thoughts drifted away.  
 
    “That will have to do for your office. The last one was destroyed in the explosion and more building materials are not scheduled in until…” She scrolled down her screen. “One year and two months from now.”  
 
    “While you’re in the system, can you requisition me a new chair? The one in my room is less than accommodating.”  
 
    She punched a few buttons. “Eighteen months unless I expedite the order, and then it will be eighteen months.”  
 
    “Sounds like I’ll get six months of use out of it. Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    “I like your attitude, Sheriff. You can call me Shaunte. Keep me informed of what you’re doing.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be here at oh-seven hundred sharp for a daily in-brief and at eighteen hundred for an out-brief.”  
 
    “What?” she asked as her lip curled. She couldn’t remember the last time she saw seven in the morning. “You can simply stop by any time during the day, when normal people are up and about. Where did you serve, Sheriff?”  
 
    Shaunte knew the man was former military. No one in the private sector called people ma’am anymore. It had fallen out of fashion.  
 
    “Kontouring Nebula for a while. I left after Centauri Prime,” he replied in a soft voice.  
 
    “I heard the fighting was bad.” 
 
    Captain Thaddeus Fry didn’t answer. He simply nodded and walked out. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    The dusty streets of Darklanding were busy. People going to and fro, some with a sense of urgency, most not.  
 
    Thad watched them as he casually strolled along. He wondered why the streets were that crowded. Most people should have been at work. In the mines or in the processing plant.  
 
    Everyone else supported them, just like the sheriff.  
 
    Mining first. Law second. Right, he thought. He heard a commotion coming from between two of the buildings. He leaned around the corner and was treated to a bare-knuckle brawl. Two men in worn working-class jumpsuits were in the midst of a major throw-down. Both were bleeding from being punched in the face.  
 
    Probably more than once.  
 
    “Break it up,” Thad said conversationally, leaning against the building.  
 
    “Blow me, jag-off!” one of the pugilists spewed while giving the sheriff the finger. The second man saw the opening and blasted the first with a right cross. He went down and the second man went after him.  
 
    Thaddeus Fry was there in an instant and caught the second man’s hand as he wound up to deliver a heavy blow to his stunned opponent. He tried to turn, but the sheriff pulled the man’s fist over his head and down, throwing the man to the ground, where he grabbed the man by the throat. 
 
    “I think I told you to break it up,” Thad said softly and slowly, enunciating each word.  
 
    The man hocked up a ball of snot and prepared to spit. Thad increased the pressure on his throat. No breath. No spitball.  
 
    The first man cleared his head enough to see his opponent subdued. He rolled over and elbowed the man in the face.  
 
    “That’s it. I’m done playing with you idiots.” Thad vaulted over both men, grabbing the first on his way over. He dragged him from the ground, pivoted, and slammed the man face-first into the wall. The man slid down and fell over backward, unconscious. 
 
    The second man was struggling to his knees. Thad took two steps and kicked him in the face. His head seemed to extend away from his neck, threatening to leave his body, before the man’s eyes rolled back in his head and he toppled to the ground. The sheriff grabbed him by the collar and dragged him from the alley. He continued down the street until the next gap between buildings. He dumped the man in the open space before continuing on.  
 
    He stopped after a few steps, thought about logging the incident into his pad, and decided not to. The pad had a reader. All he had to do was wave it over the men’s left arms and it would register who they were. He didn’t want to know. As long as they weren’t damaging Company property, as in, each other, they weren’t a problem. If they didn’t show up to work because of their self-inflicted injuries? Then the Company would deal with them far more harshly than the law could. 
 
    Up to and including the random disappearance. Thad didn’t want that in Darklanding. He didn’t need a competing branch of discipline enforcement.  
 
    And they’d be working for the Company, too, but would be answerable to no one.  
 
    “I think you and I need to have a little chat about that, Shaunte,” the sheriff said to the empty area around him. Those on the street saw the badge and the gun and were avoiding him.  
 
    No one wanted to get too close.  
 
    Thaddeus Fry was good with that. He didn’t need a lot of friends, just one or two. He expected he would find them over time.  
 
    Easy on the eyes, he told himself as he thought about the Company Man, but don’t get caught trying to seduce the boss. 
 
    His military background placed Shaunte Plastes in the off-limits category. She’s too young, anyway, he argued within the confines of his mind, justifying how he’d have to let her down when she inevitably threw herself at him. 
 
    He stopped walking and started to laugh, until the first person saw him, made a face, and turned around to go the other way.  
 
    The people were convinced the sheriff was halfway to the nut house after less than a day in Darklanding.  
 
    Maybe he was crazy before he got there.  
 
    He stood in the middle of the street for a moment before stepping briskly away. He saw the scorch marks up ahead where the sheriff’s office used to be. It was time to take a look.  
 
    Thad walked quickly. Even though he’d only arrived that day, he was on Company time and needed to get to work. Walking was a means of getting from one place to another. For him, it wasn’t about the journey, but the destination.  
 
    Maybe someday he’d slow down to take in the sights, but that wasn’t this day. He saw the space where a small building had been and he headed for it, slowing as if checking it for snipers and booby traps. Once assured there were no people, he started to assess things. 
 
    As sheriff, he was chief investigator, parking ticket writer, customer service, report compiler, head knocker, and all things dealing with frontier law.  
 
    Which meant that the mine came first. That was the only law that mattered. They were paying the bills, but if people were removing explosives from the mine and blowing up buildings that the Company had paid for, then it fell to him to resolve it.  
 
    Most of the salvageable materials had already been removed, but there was enough debris remaining to paint a picture.  
 
    Thad recreated the explosion in his mind. He could see the scorch marks, more pronounced on one wall over the other, closer to where the front of the building used to be. Shattered glass still covered the sidewalk. Glass was also inside the building. The sheriff’s initial impression was that someone threw a bomb through a glass window.  
 
    Most remote sites set up a small facility to produce their own glass. The quality didn’t matter much, only that it kept out the weather. It was easier to do that than send the latest plexiglass. It was the frontier. People out there didn’t need the best construction materials. They were getting paid to rough it.  
 
    That was the Company’s perspective. They were getting paid better than grunt labor within the civilized systems, but everything was more expensive farther out. It balanced, usually in the Company’s favor, but the jobs out there were easier to get. Less competition, especially for those with a black mark on their records. 
 
    The people of Darklanding, the outcasts of civilization.  
 
    “What in the hell have I gotten myself into?” Thad asked his destroyed office. He shook his head before picking his way into the building. The dried blood smear where they dragged his predecessor’s body into the street was still there. “Classy.”  
 
    There was no paper files and no evidence repository. All evidence was gathered and stored digitally.  
 
    Not that they’d need evidence this far out. Investigations were low on the priority list of his duties, so low that he never received any training in doing one. He understood why the Company had hired a new sheriff like him, one with combat experience but no investigative knowledge. 
 
    His mission on Ungwilook was about keeping the exotics flowing. Nothing else mattered. Which meant that he wanted to catch the bombers to prevent a repeat, for his own health.  
 
    He dug through the wreckage in the back as he tried to piece together the former sheriff’s life. What were you up to? Thad asked.  
 
    The answers weren’t in the wreckage. But the old Sheriff’s chair was. Thad used a fallen cross-beam to lever a wall from the remains of the desk. The chair was dirty and the fabric on one arm was torn, but it was still better than what he had in his room.  
 
    He couldn’t move the wall out of the way. All he could do was lift it straight up, expose the chair, and then let the wall settle back on it. Thad lifted the wall one more time, backed under it, and one centimeter at a time, kicked and nudged the chair out.  
 
    When he had moved it far enough, he stepped away and let the wall crash down. Passersby looked at him. He touched his brow with a couple fingers in a saluting gesture. “Sir. Ma’am,” he said cordially. They hurried away without responding.  
 
    The sheriff brushed off the chair and set it upright. He sat on it, slowly, seeing how it would take his weight, and then he relaxed fully into it. A smile crossed his face. He spun the chair until he could kick his feet on top of the fallen wall. He laced his fingers behind his head and watched the street. People passed by, not noticing the man sitting still in the dusty cold of the ruined building. 
 
    He finally rose and picked up the chair, balancing the seat on the top of his head while he held the arms and stepped off on his way back to his official office. He walked down the center of the street until a trolley came along with workers heading to the mine. He nodded to them, stiffly, since he had a chair sitting on his head.  
 
    Thaddeus Fry, sheriff and self-help specialist. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    “What?!?” Shaunte screamed at the face on her monitor. “Say that again, and slowly this time.”  
 
    Foreman P.C. Dickles was a lifelong miner. He was born into a mining family, became a miner at an early age, and with a nose for mining, worked his way up. In an industry where people died young, respect the oldsters. P.C. wasn’t old, but he was the oldest of the human miners.  
 
    “A weak roof, an unsanctioned coring operation, and raking the loose rock off the walls brought it down. We have some miners trapped—us and a few Gloks. We’re moving equipment now, but I’m not sure.” 
 
    Shaunte blew out a long breath. “What do you need from me?” she asked. 
 
    “More manpower and overtime will probably give us what we need. What?” he yelled the question at someone to the side of his screen. “I have to go. I’ll call when I have more.”  
 
    The comm window on her screen went dark. She looked at the pay system icon, hesitating before clicking it. She grimaced as she clenched her teeth.  
 
    A knock on her door stayed her hand and gave her a brief respite from having to pull the trigger on OT. All OT was taken out of her direct compensation. It was the right thing to do, but she’d already burned a number of hours earlier that month.  
 
    “Dammit,” she whispered and leaned back without opening the pay system. “Come!” 
 
    The door opened and the sheriff leaned in. He didn’t enter because he was carrying a dusty chair. “You can cancel the requisition for a chair. I’m good,” he told her and reached for the door handle.  
 
     “Wait,” she said. He held the door with his free hand. “There’s been an accident at the mine. Roof cave-in. I’m going to send some extra manpower down there on OT. If you could go and help, I’d appreciate it. You’ll be my personal representative on site.”  
 
    Thaddeus Fry put the chair down, looked at it, and then angled it through the doorway.  
 
    Shaunte threw her hands up as she came out of her seat. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Hey! I just acquired this. I’m not going to leave it out here for someone to go south with it. I need to go to the mine. No time to waste. Please. Watch my chair.” He asked so sincerely, Shaunte nodded as she sat back down. The sheriff closed the door on his way out.  
 
    Shaunte found herself staring at the raggedy chair occupying the center of her office.  
 
    *** 
 
    The sheriff hurried through the main area of the Mother Lode. He tapped Mast Jotham on the shoulder. “Cave-in at the mine. Both Ungloks and humans trapped. They need our help. Come on, Jotham, we need to go.”  
 
    The miners, obvious from their working-class jumpsuits, watched him, and some leaned forward in their chairs. They were waiting.  
 
    “Overtime is authorized,” he said boldly. The group of men and women jumped up with a yell. A couple slapped the sheriff on the back as they raced toward the door.  
 
    “Come on!” Thad yelled over his shoulder as he ran to catch up. He didn’t want to get left behind because he wasn’t sure where the mine was. He heard the footsteps of the lanky Unglok follow him out.  
 
    The group had already flagged down a trolley and kicked the other workers off as they requisitioned the only ride out of town. Mast Jotham ducked on his way through the door, and the sheriff was the last on board. As soon as the door shut, the driver jammed the pedal to the floor, sending the sheriff staggering down the aisle.  
 
    Hands grabbed at him. Not to help, but to keep him from falling on them.  
 
    “Crack-snacker!” Thad yelled at the driver. He waved away the odd looks and squeezed in next to Mast Jotham. “Let’s go save some lives, huh?” 
 
    “They say that saving a life is the highest form of respect. That is what they say.” The alien continued to face forward with his knees braced against the seat in front of him, one hand gripping the seat back and the other an overhead strap.  
 
    “Is that what they say?”  
 
    “Very muchly so,” Jotham replied. 
 
    “Then we need to go show some respect. Will you watch out for me, Mast Jotham?” the sheriff asked casually. 
 
    “Yes,” the alien answered as he turned to look at the new sheriff. “You trust me this much already?” 
 
    “I confess that I trust everyone that much until someone proves they can’t be trusted, then they’ll find out that it wasn’t worth it. Say what you’re going to do, and then do it. Easiest way to earn trust.”  
 
    “It is.”  
 
    “Are you going to do that for me, watch my back?”  
 
    “Yes. I will watch your back,” the alien stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Does that mean the same thing here on Ungwilook as it does among the humans?” Thad asked skeptically. 
 
    “Yes. It is a human expression. I know what it means and it means what you intend it to mean. Very muchly so.” 
 
    “It’s a deal, my friend. I have no doubt that you’ll regret the day you met me. By the way, there aren’t a whole lot of benefits to being my friend.”  
 
    “I don’t know what to say to that,” the alien replied.  
 
    “Perfect.” Thad leaned back and watched the world go by. Out of town and down a road that had been cut on a straight line to the mine. Ungwilook would be forever scarred by the dirt superhighway that had been built.  
 
    That didn’t matter now. It was easier and quicker to get to the mine. Ten minutes after the group departed the Mother Lode, the trolley slammed to a stop in front of the mine compound. The miners hurried off the bus and started running. The sheriff followed.  
 
    They knew where they were going. He didn’t. 
 
    Mast Jotham loped along at the sheriff’s side. He ran with a syncopated gait that the sheriff couldn’t watch as it threw him off stride. Someone was outside a building built against the mountain.  
 
    A man was briefing the newcomers. The sheriff and Mast slowed and then stopped. A few other Ungloks stood outside the small crowd of humans. Thad stood with them, every bit an outsider as they had become. 
 
    “We are working on the first blockage now. There’s no room for more people in that front area. You know that! As soon as the close fall is cleared, we’ll move into the junction beyond. That’s when you’ll be needed most. Save your energy for now, but gear up and be ready. It could be ten minutes from now or ten hours.”  
 
    Pavel Stasenko was not a tall man, but he spoke confidently. He was comfortable as he knew these people. They were just like him. 
 
     Miners.  
 
    Thad saw the camaraderie. These people were brothers-in-arms. Just like what he’d enjoyed in the service. Outside, no one cared who you were or what you did. It was the soldier fighting on each side of him. They mattered. 
 
    He fought for them.  
 
    That was what the miners were itching to do. They wanted to be comfortable knowing that if they were trapped within the mine, their fellows would move Heaven and Earth to get to them.  
 
    Pavel jumped down from the crate he’d been standing on. He was intercepted by a number from the crowd. They all shook hands before Pavel excused himself and headed for the double-doors that led to the mine entrance. Thad jogged past the group. 
 
    He tapped Pavel on the shoulder. The man turned and looked at the sheriff’s badge pinned on a clean and new jumpsuit.  
 
    Thad dispensed with the small talk. “My name is Thaddeus Fry. Tell me how I can help.” 
 
    “Are you a miner?” Pavel asked. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Then stay out of our way.” Pavel turned and went into the building. Outlined in the darkness ahead was a round cave mouth with a well-used road leading into it and down. Two strings of lights traced a line ahead, into the depths of the mountain. The sounds of heavy work echoed from the mine.  
 
    “But I know people who are miners,” Thad added softly after Pavel had gone.  
 
    The sheriff returned to Jotham’s side. “What are you guys going to do?” he asked the alien. 
 
    “I think nothing. Yes. They have not asked for our help. We are here. We will wait. They will not ask, and then we will leave,” Jotham said. 
 
    “Aren’t you naturals underground?” the sheriff wondered. 
 
    “We are born to it. It is where we prefer to live. Our homes are on the other side of Darklanding. In those hills.” The alien pointed with a skinny finger at the end of a boney arm. The sheriff looked into the distance. The town’s outline was dimmed by the blowing dust. Far beyond, Thad could barely make out the mountains.  
 
    The terrain on Ungwilook was forbidding, rough, and dry. It was cold, like a desert trapped in the arctic. And it was lucrative, wealth built on the backs of the humans and aliens.  
 
    “Screw this. You guys know mining, right?” the sheriff asked his alien friend. 
 
    Jotham bobbed his head and smiled, his race’s way of laughing. “They say we know mining.”  
 
    “I expect they are right, my man. Let’s go in with the others. All the Ungloks. Your people and my people are trapped in there. We are in this together, right?”  
 
    “That is right. We will help. You have asked. Thank you.” 
 
    Thad looked sideways at the alien, wondering why they had to be asked before committing to go into the mine and free their own.  
 
    Helping people to help themselves. It was how Thaddeus Fry had always lived his life. He’d found better friends for it. And he’d found too many who wanted something done for them. That didn’t fly with him. He could only carry so many on his back.  
 
    And they were all in the form of ex-wives. He shook his head, forcing those thoughts into the deep recesses where they belonged. Thad expected he wasn’t the only one in Darklanding staying far away from former lovers. It was easier to run and hide than face them. Comm was too expensive to the frontier for any of his exes to spring for a call.  
 
    He sure as hell wasn’t going to pay for it.  
 
    He suspected he’d be paying some of the miners’ overtime out of his own salary. Thad wore the sleeve stripes of management. All management was personally liable for costs above approved amounts. He tried counting the miners going into the gear shed as they lined up to check out their helmets, lights, respirators, and gloves.  
 
    “I’m not going to get paid for six months,” he said.  
 
    “Why is that?” Mast Jotham asked.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I was thinking out loud. You do what you have to do, right?”  
 
    “If you have to do it, then yes. That is what they say.”  
 
    The sheriff looked at the alien but didn’t reply. The other Ungloks had gotten in line behind them as they waited for their gear.  
 
    “Explain to me what I’m going to get and what it’s for so I don’t look like an idiot,” the sheriff whispered  
 
    Jotham pointed  and explained each piece of equipment as miners in the front received theirs and walked away.  
 
    As Thaddeus Fry and the contingent of Ungloks reached the counter, the man checking out equipment raised one eyebrow.  
 
    “Do you have a card on file and the appropriate training to go into the mine.” 
 
    “I do not.” The sheriff was hopelessly honest.  
 
    “Sign here and you’ll need an escort at all times. Don’t get yourself killed because I don’t want to do the paperwork.” The clerk wore a support services jumpsuit. He wasn’t a miner either, just a logistics guy who maintained the equipment and its accountability. Two birds with one stone. No one had a single task in the frontier. The Company wouldn’t pay for that. 
 
    Thad looked at the form. Financial liability across the board. If he was injured, all rescue costs, including funeral and burial, would be taken out of wages earned. If those weren’t sufficient to cover costs, then personal property was forfeit up to and including the costs of selling such property.  
 
    “Do ex-wives count as financial assets?” the sheriff asked, trying to sound lighthearted.  
 
    The clerk only looked at him as he tapped a pen impatiently. Thad signed the form and handed it back. He took his “Escort Required” badge and clipped it to his chest pocket. He gathered up the foreign gear and stepped aside as he waited for Mast Jotham and the others.  
 
    The clerk handed the gear over without saying a word to them.  
 
    They gathered to the side where the Ungloks put on their gear and then laughed and snorted as they watched Thad work through how to put it all on. Jotham stepped in to give instruction, which quieted the others. The sheriff took it as a good sign that they could laugh about him while lives were in jeopardy close by.  
 
    When they received the call, they would all hurry into the mine and help out where needed.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Foreman P.C. Dickles had grown impatient with the measured movements of the work crew. They were in a bottleneck of the mine, the worst place for a cave-in. If they installed temporary roof supports, they’d block themselves out from clearing the fall.  
 
    He finally asked them to step aside as he directed placement of two roof supports on one side of the tunnel. He rammed the hand dozer through the clear space to push the rubble further into the mine where it opened up just beyond the fall. Pebbles rained down on his hardhat.  
 
    P.C. was short for Paulo Coelho, named by his mother who was an avid reader. P.C. had never read any of his works out of spite, which led him to not read anything that wasn’t a technical manual.  
 
    People said that made him boring. He didn’t care. The only time he felt alive was in the confines of a mine. P.C. seemed to feel the pulse of the earth through the rich veins within. It was what added meaning to his life.  
 
    Even here, in a remote corner of the galaxy. It was different but the same. The rocks of the world spoke to him. 
 
    P.C. knew that this shaft wouldn’t come down on him, but he couldn’t explain it to the others. He doggedly rammed the walk-behind dozer again and again, until the pile started to move. He cleared a path through. 
 
    “Get those jack stands in there!” he yelled from the other side of the fall. Men poured into the two-meter wide path that had been cleared, erecting the stands and wrenching them tightly into place.  
 
    P.C. hurried farther into the mine with a line of miners stringing out behind him. Their headlamps shone against the drifting dust. “Respirators on!” the foreman yelled before putting his on.  
 
    A second fall had occurred on the other side of an intersection of three tunnels. The one to the left dead-ended less than a kilometer in. The one straight ahead would take the crew where the others were trapped. The tunnel to the right went to the bottom of the mine where a short connector tunnel had been dug to marry it up with the tunnel that was straight ahead.  
 
    P.C. put his hand against the wall and closed his eyes as he tried to feel what the mine was telling him. But it was keeping its secrets that day. He apologized to it for the disturbance. He suspected there was another cave-in that had closed off the bottom connector, but had to have it checked to be sure.  
 
    He turned back and took stock of the miners behind him. “Pass the word, I need Stasenko up here with ten stout backs with scaling bars and a few roof jacks.” With his respirator on, he couldn’t yell. They passed the word one man to the next until it passed beyond the fall where the air was clear. He heard the echo as someone yelled toward the entrance. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Showtime!” Pavel shouted at the group behind him. It had only been twenty minutes since they arrived, so they were still on edge. The miners cheered and tromped after Pavel Stasenko. Thad and the aliens were silent as they brought up the rear.  
 
    “Are you my escort?” the sheriff asked over his shoulder as he shuffled after the miners.  
 
    “I think no,” Jotham replied, loping behind, dodging outcroppings and ducking to avoid low overhangs.  
 
    “Don’t let me get killed in here, Mast,” Thad said sincerely when he saw the rubble from the fall and the narrow tunnel carved through it.  
 
    “They say it is very bad to let your mine partner get killed. Very bad,” the alien explained.  
 
    “Then we’re agreed.” They put on their respirators when they saw the others doing it as they passed through the opening. Pavel stopped to talk with a short, blocky man. He wore a working-class jumpsuit with the sleeve stripes of management.  
 
    The foreman. P.C. Dickles.  
 
    He looked busy so the sheriff tried to remain hidden behind some of the others. The foreman glanced at the Ungloks, but nothing more. They were miners and he respected that. Thad could see it on the man’s face.  
 
    The sheriff was not a miner. That was evident by his service-class jumpsuit. P.C.’s eyes locked on his and he made a beeline for the sheriff.  
 
    “What in the hell are you doing down here? What do you know about mines?” the man said angrily. 
 
    “Not a damn thing, but they do,” the sheriff said, stabbing a thumb over his shoulder toward the aliens.  
 
    “You touch the rocks they tell you to touch and nothing more. I didn’t like the last sheriff, and I like you even less.” The foreman stormed off before the sheriff could reply.  
 
    Pavel Stasenko selected his all-human crew and they jogged downhill, headed into the depths of the mine.  
 
    *** 
 
    Shaunte Plastes sat at her desk, unable to think. An old and worn chair watched her. She shifted uncomfortably, thinking about the new man and whether he’d return for his chair or not. 
 
    She suspected the foreman might have him killed.  
 
    Mining operations were held up for the second time that month. She had finally approved the overtime after a long debate with herself. She didn’t want to go a full month without pay, but she couldn’t fail. She wanted to earn her father’s respect. She knew that she wouldn’t get it. Low yield at low cost or high yield at high cost.  
 
    Many sins were more easily forgiven with packed transports hauling the exotics to orbiting freighters.  
 
    She needed Dickles to get the issue resolved and reopen the mine. She got up and worked her way around the desk, angling sideways to get past the chair without touching it. She left her office on her way to the restaurant. She’d grab a sandwich. It was what she did every day, always too busy to eat anywhere other than her desk. 
 
    Shaunte was cordial to the serving staff. She waved her wrist over the recording device so the appropriate number of credits would be deducted from her wages. She stopped, grabbing an orange juice as an afterthought. She knew there wasn’t any orange juice in it, but there should have been based on what they were charging.  
 
    When she nestled in behind her desk, the empty chair continued to look at her accusingly. “What?” she asked it. 
 
    It continued to judge her silently.  
 
    “You think I’m making mistakes, don’t you? Left and right. Hey, look at that! Can’t go two minutes without making another mistake. I’ll show you, you ugly-ass chair.” Shaunte harrumphed. Deciding that wasn’t good enough, she gave the chair the finger, waving it around for emphasis.  
 
    She stopped, feeling oddly satisfied with putting the chair in its place. She smoothed her dress and ate half her sandwich before taking a small sip of her orange juice. Shaunte reached into a drawer and brought out a small bottle of clear liquid.  
 
    Alcohol was forbidden on Darklanding in private hands, but the Company Man had certain privileges. She swirled her drink with a finger, then licked the digit clean before wiping it on a napkin. The comm unit buzzed. She smiled as she answered.  
 
    “Dickles here. We’ve breached the first fall and we’re headed in. Did you know the sheriff came out here with a bunch of Gloks?”  
 
    “Good news. Do you have an idea of when you’ll find out about survivors?”  
 
    Shaunte winced at the profanity-laden tirade that the foreman delivered through his respirator. She waited patiently.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a no. Thanks for the update. Better get back to it.” She watched as the screen went blank without further conversation.  
 
    “Yes, I knew the sheriff was at the mine. The sun hasn’t set on his first day in Darklanding and there are bits and pieces of him scattered over half the planet,” she told the empty chair.  
 
    She smirked. “You, too? I have no words.”  
 
    Shaunte returned to her screen and started drafting her damage report, although the Company didn’t care about damage, only the impact to the bottom line.  
 
    “A buttload,” she told the blank form.  
 
    *** 
 
    The sheriff and the Ungloks stayed behind and watched as the foreman manned the walk-behind dozer, probing the fall.  
 
    He left it idling as he took a rock pike and jabbed it into a variety of gaps in the fallen ceiling. The others watched him with great interest as he worked his magic on the wall of stone. “This baby right here—strap it, and I’ll haul it out of there. Then we’ll be able to break through.” 
 
    The sheriff leaned close to Jotham. “Easy as that?” he asked in a low voice. 
 
    “The foreman is correct. That should do it.”  
 
    “You can tell that?”  
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    Together, they watched the events unfold. The boulder at the base of the pile, a strap wrapped around it by using their picks and pikes to push and pull the strap through small gaps. The foreman tied it off to the dozer and started working it backward.  
 
    “Watch out! Any moment now,” he pulled his respirator down to yell, replacing it as soon as he was done. He urged the little dozer to a greater feat of strength, revving to an ear-splitting whine. Jotham tapped the flip-down earmuffs from his hardhat. The sheriff quickly rotated his down as the boulder came free and rubble crashed and rolled.  
 
    Thad thought he heard maniacal laughter and saw the sparkle of the foreman’s eyes glittering in the dark. P.C. idled the dozer as he started yelling through his mask. “What are you waiting for? Get to it, ladies!”  
 
    The miners disappeared into the dust cloud as they surged into the start of a breach. Jotham tapped the sheriff on the shoulder. “Time to go to work, bitches,” the alien said matter-of-factly.  
 
    When all else fails, revel in the absurdity of it all, Thad thought as he waded into the dust cloud, grabbing a rock that P.C. pointed to, just like everyone else. He followed them out and dumped it on the growing pile to the side of the large intersection. 
 
    He followed the line of miners as it snaked across the tunnel, leaving as much space as possible for the encumbered, before they dove back into the fray, removing the stone an armload at a time with the foreman watching them with one eye and the ceiling with the other.  
 
    The aliens more than carried their fair share of the stone. Despite the spindly nature of their arms, they appeared to be inordinately strong. The sheriff looked at the rocks he was struggling to carry. The aliens made him feel small and insignificant.  
 
    He, for one, was happy they were by his side.  
 
    Despite the manpower, the work progressed slowly. The cave-in was more extensive than the foreman had thought. Jotham stopped next to the foreman. “Another ten meters,” he said simply. 
 
    “I think you’re right. We’ve a ways to go to break through. What do you think of the roof?”  
 
    “Needs support within the next five feet or we will get another fall.”  
 
    “Yup,” P.C. Dickles agreed before turning to his supporting cast. “You four,” he pointed, “back to the entrance and get more jack stands.”  
 
    The indicated four mumbled their agreement through their respirators as they turned and headed up the tunnel. The rest of the group continued to work until Jotham held out a hand. “This is good for now.”  
 
    P.C. looked closely at the ceiling. He pointed to two miners to start expanding the mouth of the breach. They seized the first group of rocks, and the mine began to shake. 
 
    “Get out!” he screamed at them, pulling at his respirator to yell a second warning.  
 
    But it was too late. The debris rolled with the temblor and avalanched over the two men. The other miners, aliens, and sheriff stood their ground, waiting for the shake to finish. As soon as it was over, there was a rush of activity with P.C. Dickles leading the charge into the debris and recklessly throwing stones from the two men.  
 
    The group soon formed a line to smooth the process as they handed one rock to the next. Thad stood after the last human and before the Ungloks. He had the hardest job of taking the stones at his waist level and lifting them upward to Mast Jotham’s waist.  
 
    Thad was okay with the hard job. He was there to help and if he was hurting come tomorrow, it wouldn’t impact his job, but the miners lost pay if they couldn’t work. He’d take one for the team.  
 
    Hell, he was probably already paying their OT out of his own pocket. He would have laughed, but the two miners buried in the rubble wouldn’t have found it funny.  
 
    It was sobering as they lifted the rocks. P.C. personally pulled the men free. His face was grim as he handed the bodies to the next miners, who reverently moved them up the tunnel to lay them peacefully by the side wall.  
 
    The foreman raised his hands to call for a moment of silence. The miners bowed their heads. No one removed their hard hats. That simply wasn’t done inside the mine. Hard hats with face shield and headlamps on at all times. Respirators on belts, within reach at all times.  
 
    When P.C. Dickles lifted his head, Thad thought he saw the man’s eyes glistening. He pulled his respirator down so he could be heard. “Get up, you four,” he called, pointing at the aliens.  
 
    Mast Jotham led the group toward the fall. The sheriff joined them. P.C. glared at the sheriff, but didn’t chase him away.  
 
    The foreman had ordered those two men into the breach moments before the collapse. The sheriff could charge him with manslaughter.  
 
    But he wouldn’t. Maybe if he hadn’t been there, he would have judged the man more harshly. The sheriff had seen it all with his own eyes. There was no incompetence. There was no recklessness. It was an accident as they continued their fight to free the others down below. Other miners that could have easily been dead, but they were all willing to die trying to rescue them.  
 
    Because if it ever happened to them, they would hold out hope that their fellows were coming, no matter what. 
 
    “We need to get through this,” P.C. said in a low voice. The sheriff noted the shaken confidence. The foreman knew who the best miners were and was asking for help.  
 
    “Yes. Let us look more closely,” Jotham said politely before the four aliens began talking in their own language. It sounded guttural and harsh, but the sheriff could hear the tones clearly as they resonated within the confines of the tunnel.  
 
    The Unglok language had developed within the caves.  
 
    It made sense, once the sheriff heard it for himself in the environment where they were at home.  
 
    Walk a mile in the other’s shoes, the sheriff thought.  
 
    The four Ungloks scoured the tunnel, across the fall, into the beginning of the breach, and along the opposite wall before returning to the foreman. The humans watched silently as the tall and thin aliens delivered their assessment.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    “Elliott. You need to calm down. Yelling at me isn’t in your best interest,” Shaunte said in measured tones, trying not to screech. She knew what she sounded like when angry.  
 
    Hysterical.  
 
    And not in the funny way. She had little enough credibility as the Company Man as it was. She fought every single day for respect and couldn’t destroy it because of the likes of Elliott Goldman.  
 
    “The ore shipments have stopped! We must get them going or we tell them to skip the next monthly shipment of supplies. What would you do without your monthly fix?” the production foreman asked accusingly.  
 
    A veiled threat.  
 
    Shaunte closed her eyes as she felt the heat rise up her neck and into her cheeks. He’d been there when she peeled off her special clothing shipment from a separate container. It had not been logged through the shipping accountability people. 
 
    He was now watching her, looking for her use of Company shipping for personal business. There were separate containers for personal purchases, and space within those came at a hefty premium.  
 
    Her guilty pleasure gave him leverage that she didn’t like. He had no proof, she saw to that with each shipment, but still, he was annoying. 
 
    “Elliott. If you would be so kind as to report to the mine and address your concerns with Foreman Dickles, I think you’ll find that he is doing everything he can to restore the transfer of ore to your facility.”  
 
    “He’s a madman! I’ll never go into the mine when he’s in there.” 
 
    “Then shut your stinking pie hole. We’re all doing our jobs. Maybe you can take your idled crew and clean up your plant, do some scheduled maintenance ahead of time? When you start receiving ore again, I expect it’s going to come fast and furious. I need you to be ready. Be warned. If you can’t keep up, I will crush you like the bug that you are.”  
 
    An unveiled threat.  
 
    “We’ll just see about that, missy!” The screen went blank. She gave her computer the finger.  
 
    “Maybe the sheriff could show you the error of your ways,” she suggested to the empty chair. “What do you think? Can he be influenced?” 
 
    *** 
 
    “The roof is solid. A new vein of exotics is in there, and that’s why it split. We believe the shifting is done, which means we should be able to break through the fall and get into the lower mine, find our people,” Jotham explained.  
 
    “This bit here doesn’t look stable.” P.C. pointed at the ceiling above the area where they’d removed the rock and started a breach through the roof collapse.  
 
    Jotham put his hands together as if he were praying and then pulled his palms slightly apart. “The two sides have found balance. These shards go deep into the ground. They will support all that is above. A jack stand right here would not hurt, if you would like to install one,” Jotham said clearly and slowly, in spite of wearing a respirator. 
 
    The foreman held a finger to his lips. The sound of shuffling feet came to them from the tunnel leading out. P.C. signaled to the last man in line to bring one jack stand forward as soon as it arrived. The foreman turned back to the Ungloks.  
 
    “I want you four to the lead the way removing the rock. Get us through there.”  
 
    “They say it is a great honor to lead a rescue.”  
 
    “Then the honor is yours, Glok,” P.C. replied coldly.  
 
    Jotham pondered a reply as the sheriff rolled his eyes. The alien talked with his fellows in their language before getting to work.  
 
    The sheriff never was one to hold his tongue. “You want them to save your people, but you can’t call them by their name. Unglok. Is that so hard?” the sheriff growled. The foreman glared back, before pushing the sheriff out of the way as he headed for the group of human miners.  
 
    Thad joined the Ungloks and started hauling out the rocks that they handed back. He hurried to the intersection, but the other miners just looked at him. “Come on!” he snarled. “Those men are still down there.”  
 
    Once the first miner leaned in, the others quickly joined in and restored the human chain.  
 
    “Thank you,” the sheriff told the first man. Thad’s sincerity must have been clear because the man smiled behind his mask and nodded.  
 
    Jotham and the others tore into the fall, pulling rocks while sliding on rubble, then pulling more. The chain of miners passed the stones back to the intersection at a frantic pace.  
 
    Jotham raised his mask and said loudly, “Dozer.” P.C. gave the thumbs up and fired up the walk-behind. He maneuvered it to give him the best angle into the fall as the alien indicated with arm signals. They stepped out of the way. 
 
    “Jack stand!” the foreman yelled through his mask, pointing to spots on the floor and on the ceiling. Two men hurried in front of the dozer and torqued the stand into place, checking that it was set before retreating behind the dozer.  
 
    P.C. checked the area in front of the dozer one more time before he sent the machine forward, using the hand levers to guide it along the path that Jotham had directed. It rammed into the remaining fall. Smaller stones tumbled down the pile as it was dislodged. The foreman backed the dozer up a few feet and rammed into the pile a second time. 
 
    Then a third. Backed up farther and hit it again and again. A space formed above the pile as stones from above rolled down the other side. The foreman started yelling at the fall as he revved the machine, hitting the pile harder and harder.  
 
    With a final lurch, it broke through, forcing the foreman to jog after the dozer. The Ungloks hurried into the breach, grabbing a few boulders remaining at head and shoulder height to keep them from falling. With superhuman strength, they move the rocks out of the breach, dropping and rolling them to the side of the tunnel down.  
 
    The fall had cut the power lines. It was dark below, but the foreman knew the mine. His headlamp illuminated the dust in the air, keeping the beam from shining too far ahead.  
 
    The aliens, miners, and sheriff worked their way through the breach, each following the aliens’ lead and removing a stone or three on their way through. They threw them aside and gathered around the foreman. He removed his mask and pulled hard to get enough air.  
 
    “You five, widen that breach. Put in a couple more jack stands. The rest of you, follow me, and don’t take off your masks. The air is bad on this side. We need to restore power to the air handlers.” He looked at the eager faces.  
 
    One young woman raised her hand. “Billy. Get on it.” She nodded and ran uphill. Everyone had multiple jobs. She was one of a few miners who were also electricians. She needed her gear and was running toward the entrance.  
 
    The foreman turned and headed downhill, waving at the dwindling group to follow. Thaddeus Fry hurried to walk alongside Mast Jotham. “Thank you!” he yelled through his respirator. “Great work back there. How do I say thank you in your language?”  
 
     “Boonodd.” The sheriff said it back to him. Jotham nodded. Thad looked at the others and told each of them thank you. They looked back at him without acknowledging that he’d spoken.  
 
    He shrugged. Regardless, he was thankful that they were through and heading deeper into the mine. Thad was confused that the other miners hadn’t been by the fall. He expected them to be waiting.  
 
    Thad had not known that there had been multiple collapses within the mine. Nothing happened in a vacuum. When one wall shifted, another would move, and then another.  
 
    The foreman had left the dozer behind. The sheriff was confused. No one else seemed worried. They looked determined. Thad continued marching downhill with the rest.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Any news from the mine?” Pierre asked while rolling the end of his mustache between two fingers.  
 
    “None,” Shaunte replied as she tried to get past Pierre. He blocked her way. 
 
    “Business is way off. Maybe you can do a little something?” he said in his weasely way.  
 
    She turned on him. “Get out of my way,” she demanded.  
 
    “I’m just saying…”  
 
    Shaunte glared at the man in his perfectly cleaned and pressed jumpsuit, the kind that she should have been wearing—service class with management stripes on the sleeve. She was dressed up as always, as if she were going to a business meeting in one of the inner systems. 
 
    Miss Dixie stood to the side, chuckling and shaking her head. “You’re just saying that you don’t care about the people trapped in the mine, only your own pocket,” she suggested. 
 
    “Of course. Was there any doubt about that? But Anglelook still turns and we still have a business to run with quotas and all,” he said, looking first to Dixie and then to Shaunte. 
 
    “It’s pronounced Ungwilook,” Dixie corrected.  
 
    “Yeah, just like I said. Anglelook.”  
 
    “You’re still in my way,” Shaunte said in an exasperated voice. Pierre slowly moved aside, frowning while holding his hands up. 
 
    “Thank you. Next time you interfere with Company business, I’ll turn you over to the sheriff,” she said in a low voice as she passed. She kept walking.  
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” he said too loudly. 
 
    She stopped and turned. “I won’t dare you, because you’re just stupid enough to try me. Be warned, Pierre. I am not putting up with your BS. And you need to stop helping yourself to your so-called staff. That won’t just get you dismissed, it’ll earn you a berth on the trash rocket into the sun.”  
 
    He stammered incomprehensibly as Shaunte returned to the task at hand—getting another glass of orange juice and a snack. It was going to be a long night ahead, especially if the miners hadn’t yet broken through.  
 
    From one to another, her management team was self-destructing. She knew that she had been given a weak team. It fell to her to develop them. She gritted her teeth thinking of the turd sandwich she’d been force-fed by her father. He knew she was determined to prove herself and had given her the most difficult assignment in the universe. 
 
    At least that was how she saw it. She grabbed what she wanted from the restaurant, paying on the way out and hurrying back to her office, then worked her way around the chair in the middle of the room and tapped the screen to call the mine foreman as she sat down.  
 
    He didn’t answer. Neither did Pavel Stasenko. She tried contact after contact until, finally, the equipment office answered. 
 
    “What the hell is going on out there? How come no one is answering?” she demanded in a rush. 
 
    “Damn. You just called me no one,” Davos, the equipment manager, replied.  
 
    Shaunte stammered a quick apology. 
 
    “Just kidding. They’re all in the mine. The cave-in cut the power to the repeaters. They cleared the first two falls, but they’re deeper in the mine now. We won’t be able to talk to them until Billy restores the power. She’s working on it right now. I wouldn’t know anything if she hadn’t told me about ten minutes ago when she checked out the electrician’s kit.”  
 
    “Thank you. I am tasking you to let me know when power is restored.” 
 
    “Will do,” Davos said, unsure of how he was supposed to know when power was restored to the lower sections of the mine.  
 
    *** 
 
    Thad found his hand resting on the butt of his weapon. The darkness was inky black. Only the areas directly in the headlamp beams were lit. Everything else was dark. It reminded him of an operation to clear a tunnel complex between one of the enemy installations on Centauri Prime. The enemy had used the darkness to their advantage. 
 
    Even with low-light enhanced displays, the op had been a horror show. He’d lost men to both enemy and friendly fire. The soldiers sent rounds into the haze of enhanced darkness, not knowing what was there. The enemy set traps.  
 
    So many traps.  
 
    The sheriff slowed his pace and the Ungloks left him behind. He moved to the side as his head started to swim. One of the miners slapped him on the shoulder and gave him the thumbs up as he passed. The small group of eight miners continued downhill. With his back against the wall, Thad took long deep breaths, pulling hard against his respirator.  
 
    He looked up and down the tunnel, letting his light shine through the darkness. The dust was settling now that the shuffling miners had passed.  
 
    A horrendous screech tore up the tunnel, then thunder, and finally, a dust cloud billowed his way.  
 
    His reverie broke and the former captain’s mind sharpened, focusing like a laser beam down the tunnel from where the sounds had come. He bolted downhill, running into the dust cloud before slowing, trying not to outrun his light.  
 
    The sidewall had collapsed, but the roof was intact. Scaling bars and rock pikes protruded from the rubble. The humans were injured and trapped. The four Ungloks were away from the collapse, with their backs against the wall, standing perfectly still. Covered in dust, they looked like ghosts.  
 
    The sheriff waded into the fall and started throwing rocks out of the way, freeing one miner after another. He stopped after a minute and looked at Jotham. “A little help, please?”  
 
    The Unglok pointed to the wall and shook his head. “Can we brace it? We have a couple jacks,” Thad suggested. 
 
    “Yes. Put one there against that crack and one over there.”  
 
    The sheriff got to work as the men groaned and pleaded for help. First one brace, using the wrench to crank it tightly into place, then the second brace. As soon as he turned back, the aliens were furiously digging the humans from the rocks.  
 
    Broken bones, bruises, lacerations. Their helmets had saved their heads. Thad and the aliens propped the miners up, five men, three women, but no foreman. “Where’s P.C.?”  
 
    Jotham looked back with a blank expression on his thin face. “P.C.!” Thaddeus yelled and scrabbled across the rock on his way downhill. He found the foreman past the slide, bruised and bleeding, but mostly undamaged. His eyes were vacant.  
 
    The foreman’s helmet was cracked. “Look at that! Takes a licking and keeps on ticking!” Thad told the man before turning serious. The Ungloks circled the pair. “Here’s what we’re going to do, P.C. We’re going down there to find the others and bring them out. We’ll be back for you, with the others, or we won’t be back at all.”  
 
    P.C. looked at him. His jaw worked for a bit before anything came out. “But you’re not a miner.”  
 
    “Today, I am. My friends and I are going deeper into the mine, look for survivors, because miners refuse to give up. We know that no matter what, someone is going to come looking for us. All we have to do is hang on until they get there. We are their someone. We gotta go, P.C. Stay here and keep the others comfortable. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”  
 
    The sheriff gripped the foreman’s shoulder, then let go, turned, and headed downhill with a bold stride. His light showed less dust the farther he went.  
 
    Jotham caught up and walked casually beside him. “If I was a betting Unglok, I would say that where once there was thirty, we are now five, and the odds are finally in our favor.”  
 
    “How so?” Thad asked, keeping his eyes forward and slowing as he came to an intersection.  
 
    Jotham pointed to the left. They turned and walked that way.  
 
    “Too many miners who don’t know the mine. You have us. We will be fine,” the alien explained. 
 
    “How did you guys escape that last fall? It caught everyone else. All of them and none of you.”  
 
    “We heard it before the others and jumped out of the way. They hesitated. In the mine, you must never hesitate. They say that those who delay, die. That’s what they say.”  
 
    The sheriff stopped and cupped a hand over his ear, listening to sounds from below. Groans. Scrapes.  
 
    “Come on!” he shouted as he took off running. The Ungloks loped after him, easily catching up and then matching his pace.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Shaunte drummed her fingers on her desk. “Screw this,” she declared as she removed her dress and put on her jumpsuit. There was only one like hers—service class, but with sleeves a different color. Some planets had multiple people in senior management positions who wore the Company’s distinctive uniform.  
 
    Most planets did, but not an outpost on the frontier like Darklanding.  
 
    She hurried out the door, through the saloon, and headed for the street where she intended to wave down the next shuttle and go to the mine.  
 
    It took longer than she expected and she started jogging. People cleared out of her way. The worst thing they could imagine was the Company Man running. The people bolted in fear, racing for their quarters.  
 
    To do what, Shaunte couldn’t imagine. She settled into a fast walk, something that demonstrated confidence instead of panic.  
 
    The shuttle appeared, but it was nearly empty. She waved it down. It was the mine’s night shift crew. Only two miners were in their seats when the bus should have been full. Nearly all of the night shift had already reported and were working overtime.  
 
    Shaunte groaned thinking about how much this accident was costing her. She still had no idea on the extent of the damage, either to the mine or to the personnel. Both would require a great deal of paperwork, but the loss of production would require more detail.  
 
    Kill a miner, but don’t impact production? That would be a fairly trivial affair. The sheriff wouldn’t even have to investigate the death.  
 
    She found herself questioning the priorities. She also realized that she should have gone to the mine earlier. “Damn sheriff,” she muttered.  
 
    The shuttle dropped off its three passengers at the equipment shed. Shaunte led the way inside while the other two followed out of curiosity.  
 
    “News?” she demanded of Davos. She had only met the man twice.  
 
    “Miss Plastes! What are you doing here?” 
 
    “The mine is broken, and I’m here to fix it. I admit that I don’t know how, but the people who do are down there.” She waved her hand in the general direction of the mine entrance. “And I’m going to find them.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Davos said politely as he handed her gear over. She knew how to put it on, but wasn’t experienced. She took her time while the other two threw on their gear as only experienced professionals could. Once finished, they watched her complete her preparations. Once ready, she hitched her belt to make sure her gear wouldn’t shift, then waved at the two miners to follow.  
 
    When they reached the entrance, she thought better of her bravado. “Lead the way, gentlemen,” she told them. The two miners shrugged and headed into the mine, clicking on their headlamps the instant they crossed the threshold from the world above to the one below. 
 
    The trio headed downward toward the first cave-in, through the narrow breach, and onward, staying to the left where the tunnel branched. They stopped when they saw the two bodies, but jack stands were in place and a gap had been cleared through the remains of the fallen ceiling.  
 
    She noted the two casualties, using her pad to download their personal data from their implants before joining the two miners waiting impatiently near the rubble.  
 
    Billy was on a ladder feverishly splicing a cable.  
 
    “Is that to get power back to the bottom of the mine?” Shaunte asked, not caring if her question sounded stupid. 
 
    The electrician stopped, looked over her shoulder, saw the jumpsuit, and replied cautiously. “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    “Quick as you can, and thank you. We’re headed in.” Shaunte waved at the two miners to keep moving. They turned without delay and disappeared into the gap. She hurried to catch up, taking care not to touch the jack stands or the rocks. Her headlamp cast eerie shadows as she tossed her head back and forth in a failed attempt to shine the light everywhere at once.  
 
    The miners ahead of her continued downward at a brisk pace until they started to run. She didn’t want to lose them in the darkness, so she took off after them. She did not have to run. They only went twenty meters until they stopped and crouched to talk with a number of men sprawled against the tunnel wall. The remnants of another cave-in was just beyond. Two jack stands were braced against the wall. 
 
    “How unstable is this place?” she asked.  
 
    One of the miners shrugged before he and the other man put on their respirators. Shaunte hadn’t thought about it, although the dust in the air should have warned her to put her mask on earlier. Or maybe they didn’t want to talk with her, and it was a challenge while wearing the respirator. 
 
    They went from one person to another as they confirmed that all the miners were alive. Shaunte watched the two men breathe quickly, almost to the point of hyperventilating. She collected the information from each using her pad, while trying to be reassuring.  
 
    She thought that her presence in that situation should have boosted their spirits. She’d always been taught to avoid the front lines of labor because they had nothing in common.  
 
    Maybe my life is different, my goals different, but we’re all the same people, she thought. “We’ll get you out of here as soon as we find the others. Where is the foreman? Or the sheriff?” she yelled through her mask. 
 
    The middle-aged woman started to lift an arm to point, but winced and gasped. When she calmed, she was able to cough out two words. “Down there.”  
 
    The miners all squinted when she turned her head to look at the opening through the rockfall.  
 
    When her two companions talked with the other miners, they turned their heads, never shining their light in the other’s face. Her inexperience was obvious.  
 
    I’m not just like them. I’m not as good as these people. At least they know their jobs. 
 
    She tipped her head up to look over the heads of the two men with whom she’d entered the mine. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    “We can’t leave these people here!” one of the men exclaimed. He looked angry.  
 
    “There are more down there and they need our help, too.”  
 
    “Sorry, ma’am. We’re going to start taking these out and get them some help.”  
 
    Shaunte could have ordered the men, but she didn’t know the procedures well enough to be certain that they weren’t doing what they were supposed to.  
 
    “I’ll go ahead,” she told them. They waved her away as she inadvertently shined her light in their faces. She mumbled an apology and turned her attention down the tunnel.  
 
    She stepped through the cleared pathway, taking great care not to touch anything for fear of setting off another slide. On the other side of the fall, she saw a man in a working-class jumpsuit with stripes on his sleeves.  
 
    The foreman. She hurried to him, but his head wavered and his eyes were unfocused. “P.C.!” she yelled through her respirator at his face. She shook him, which made his eyes roll back in his head. His chin dropped to his chest. The mask twisted on the foreman’s face.  
 
    Shaunte adjusted it to help the mask seal. When she was satisfied, she stood and pointed her headlamp down the tunnel. Downward it went with a slight turn to the left before disappearing around a turn back to her right.  
 
    She walked boldly downhill with only her headlamp to light the way.  
 
    *** 
 
    They passed ten side tunnels before the sheriff spoke. “There!” he said, pointing. Ahead, a hand stuck out of more rubble. It looked like a slab had come loose and levered downward, remaining intact as it hit, but that had brought down the surrounding stone. One man had been caught on the edge.  
 
    The sheriff ran to the hand and grabbed it, but it was dead flesh. The sheriff and two of the Ungloks started digging. Jotham and the other surveyed the surrounding area.  
 
    “Not good, Sheriff. The cave is unhappy. We should probably leave.”  
 
    “No,” Thad declared as he kept digging until he could pull the body free. He removed his mask and started yelling. “Anyone in there?” They had heard the agonized howls of those in pain, both human and Unglok, but they couldn’t see anyone else.  
 
    A voice yelled back from beneath the slab, before it degenerated into a racking cough. The sheriff moved the body out of the way, less delicately than he should have, but much time had passed since the initial reports of the cave-in. The Ungloks stood back, accepting the rocks that Thad passed, but not helping him dig.  
 
    He took a break, his respirator struggling to keep up. Jotham talked with the other aliens in their language. He thought he heard his name mixed within the Unglok words. They stopped talking. Jotham moved the sheriff out of the way.  
 
    “They say it is a great honor to lead a rescue.”  
 
    “What took you so long?” the sheriff mumbled through his mask.  
 
    “We don’t want to die during said rescue and the mountain is unstable. We will help free the miners and then we must leave, if we’re still able.”  
 
    Thad nodded and motioned for them to start. He leaned against the tunnel wall and tried to slow his breathing. He thought he’d been in good shape when he arrived, but was finding out that he was not. He was tired and sore.  
 
    He watched as the aliens quickly cleared the rubble, exposing a crawlspace beneath the leaning slab. The miners crawled to where they could be pulled out and one by one, four men, three women, and two Ungloks were removed. Of the nine, only two were uninjured—one of the women and one of the aliens. The rest would have to be carried out.  
 
    The sheriff looked the woman in the face. “Is there anyone else down there?” He pointed to make sure she knew what he was talking about. She vigorously shook her head.  
 
    “We were the bottom team. Didn’t you check the tag board?” 
 
    Thad remembered the board. He’d had to put his temporary tag on the board before he could enter the mine. Everyone who went in had to put up a tag and then remove that tag when they left the mine. The Company was very strict about that. The tags were linked to the implants. The Company used them for pay purposes. The miners used them for accountability, since they never wanted to leave one of their own behind.  
 
    The sheriff nodded to the woman.  
 
    Thad pulled his mask down. “We each take one,” he told them. Someone pointed up the tunnel at the lone headlamp coming their way. “Belay that.” 
 
    They waited until the other person arrived. The combined lights of the sheriff and the Ungloks shone up the tunnel. Thad saw the sleeves of the jumpsuit and the blonde hair sticking out from under the helmet. He crossed his arms and shook his head. 
 
    “How’s it going?” she yelled through her mask.  
 
    “Nine rescued, one dead down here. We don’t believe there is anyone deeper in the mine. We need to get these people out. You didn’t bring anyone with you?” the sheriff asked. 
 
    “Two, but they’re helping the last bunch.” She pointed a thumb over her shoulder.  
 
    They heard the scraping and clanking of a work crew, which drew everyone’s attention. From the nearest side tunnel, lights appeared and the group that the foreman had sent on the long journey to the bottom of the mine strolled out.  
 
    “What’s up?” Pavel Stasenko called with the ten stout miners behind him. They weren’t wearing their respirators. Their route must have been clear.  
 
    “You’re a sight for sore eyes. We need help getting this bunch out of here, and then another group partway up, and then more. It’s a total crapfest. You need your respirators from here on out,” the sheriff told him with his mask pulled away from his face, before letting it settle back over his nose and mouth.  
 
    Jotham picked up a human, draping his arms over his shoulders as if wearing a backpack. One of the Ungloks picked up the injured alien, and the rest hauled someone to their backs.  
 
    “The mine is not getting more stable as we stand here,” Jotham suggested.  
 
    “Gotta go, Pavel. Lead the way out.”  
 
    Stasenko nodded once. Shaunte headed up the tunnel first and scanned people as they passed. She scanned the sheriff last as she joined him to be the last ones out. Thad’s lip curled in disgust at being scanned.  
 
    They had done that to him when he served in the military. He swore ‘never again,’ but here he was, getting scanned, his movements tracked, his whole life serving at the pleasure of the Company.  
 
    “Looks like we have everyone accounted for,” she shouted.  
 
    The sheriff nodded. The Ungloks were out-pacing the humans.  
 
    “Pick up the pace people!” the sheriff yelled past his mask.  
 
    The group surged forward, spurred on by the realization that the aliens, natural cave dwellers that they were, were hurrying to get out of the mine. They adopted a shuffling run in order to close the distance. 
 
    When they reached the next cave-in, they slowed to pass the obstruction without their vibrations or carelessness starting another rockfall. Pavel personally picked up the foreman and without hesitation, continued through the gap.  
 
    They picked up the injured and the dead. Even the sheriff hoisted one over his shoulder. The man cried out in pain. “Sorry,” the sheriff called out, but he didn’t change what he was doing. If Jotham was to be believed, they needed everyone out of the mine.  
 
    When they reached Billy, Shaunte yelled at her to join them.  
 
    “But I’m almost done!” she replied. 
 
    “We’re evacuating the mine. The Ungloks don’t think it is stable. We need to pull out and reassess,” Shaunte explained. 
 
    “But production…”  
 
    “Production will get rolling when we are sure it’s safe to work.”  
 
    Billy hesitated. She had heard those words before, but they were never followed by action. Production always came first. People were expendable.  
 
    “Give me one minute?” she asked. Shaunte watched the backs of the day and night crews as they continued uphill toward the mine entrance.  
 
    “One minute,” Shaunte declared. The sheriff stood, shifting his weight nervously as time crawled.  
 
    Billy’s hands moved in a blur before she wrapped tape around her last efforts. She jumped from the ladder and ran up the tunnel a few steps before stopping to throw the breaker. The lights blinked on in succession, lighting the way downward. The whine of the air handlers echoed through the empty space.  
 
    A low rumble started to shake the ground.  
 
    “Run!” the sheriff yelled, waving and propelling the two women before him. They quickly outran him as they weren’t carrying an injured person. Rocks started to break free from the sidewalls, falling to the tunnel floor and rolling downhill. Shaunte and Billy dodged them as they ran out the entrance. 
 
    Billy kept running, but Shaunte stopped and turned, removing her mask as she gulped for air. The thunder of a massive cave-in echoed out the tunnel mouth, sending a massive dust cloud spewing forth.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    The sheriff ran into the Company Man and they both stumbled and fell. The sheriff hit the ground face first to keep the injured man from landing on the concrete. They both grunted in pain. 
 
    Extra hands appeared from nowhere and gently lifted the injured miner off Thad’s back. Long skinny hands reached under the sheriff’s shoulders and lifted him upright. Blood ran down his nose and into his mouth.  
 
    “Damn,” he grumbled as he tipped his head back. 
 
    The Ungloks each put their hands on the sheriff and together, they muttered the same phrases. When they finished, the others walked away, leaving Jotham along with the Company Man and the sheriff. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Thad asked. 
 
    “They say it is a great honor to lead a rescue.”  
 
    “I hear that’s what they say,” the sheriff replied, still having no idea what they were talking about.  
 
    “Whenever you go underground, we will go with you,” Jotham intoned, a hand over his heart. 
 
    “Even when you’re my deputy?”  
 
    “Hang on. There’s never been an alien deputy,” Shaunte interjected. 
 
    “On Ungwilook, we’re the aliens. We could not have saved those people without him. Everyone would have gotten trapped in there. I need him, and I know that I have the authority to hire any deputy I want. So I’m hiring him, if he’ll take the job.”  
 
    “They say that we shouldn’t need laws or enforcers,” Mast Jotham said. 
 
    The sheriff waited. “I’d like to say that it’s our job to make ourselves obsolete.”  
 
    “I’ve never been obsolete before. I’ll try it.”  
 
    “Welcome aboard, Deputy.” 
 
    Shaunte looked closely at the sheriff and the new deputy. She knew the sheriff was right. He could hire who he wanted. She wondered if they could pay the alien less while billing the Company for the full amount.  
 
    “Hey! What are you doing here?” The realization dawned on the sheriff. “You’re supposed to be watching my chair.”  
 
    *** 
 
    The injured were taken to the small infirmary, where they were treated and released. Even the broken bones were set and the people sent away. They held one person back—the foreman. His concussion rendered him useless to care for himself. The nurse was put on overtime and the payment would come from the foreman’s salary.  
 
    It was how things worked in the frontier.  
 
    The sheriff and the Company Man were the last two to leave. It was past midnight and the two walked the empty streets of Darklanding on their way back to the Mother Lode. Her quarters were at the end of the hallway from his room. She had five times the space, but all the responsibility. He didn’t begrudge her that. 
 
    Dixie was sitting on the bar when they arrived. She glowered at the Company Man.  
 
    “I’ve been worried sick about you,” she said as she slid to the floor, making sure that her skirt caught on the countertop to expose her red silk thong. She brushed her skirt down with a demure, “Oh, my…” 
 
     “She was perfectly fine fighting the mine’s evil demons. But we had a good team, so she was safe. You needn’t have worried about her,” the sheriff said smoothly, not taking the madam’s bait.  
 
    Dixie grunted at him. The two excused themselves as they went to Shaunte’s office. She unlocked the door and he smiled when he saw his chair, right where he left it. She worked her way past it and flopped heavily into her chair. He dropped into his, having finally taken a load off his feet. His shoulders sagged as the sudden realization of how tired he was hit him.  
 
    “Nightcap?” she asked as she removed the liquor from her desk drawer. “I’m sorry, I don’t have any glasses, it appears.” 
 
    He stood to keep from falling asleep and held out his hand. She slapped the bottle into it. He unscrewed the top, sniffed it, and took a swig. He swallowed it and smacked his lips.  
 
    “Good stuff,” he said, handing the bottle back. She looked at the bottle in disgust before wiping the mouth of it with her sleeve, then a second time before she took a swig and coughed. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, it’s been a long day. I’ll take my chair and get out of your way.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything to stop him. She was tired too, but had a report to complete. Three dead, nearly a score injured, and the mine closed. It wasn’t going to be a fun night. 
 
    “Thanks for coming in after us. I’ve never heard of a Company Man taking a risk like that. I don’t have much experience, but it doesn’t seem like something you people would do,” he said over his shoulder as he nudged the door open with the toe of his dusty boot. 
 
    “You people?” she wondered, but he was already gone. 
 
    *** 
 
    The new day brought a new series of challenges. Sheriff Thaddeus Fry now had a deputy and no office. He also had no way of contacting his deputy. He didn’t know anything about Darklanding besides there were three fewer people than when he arrived.  
 
    So much to learn, Thaddeus, he told himself. But I think there are some good people here. Tall and skinny, short and wide, we’re all the same. Just trying to do a little better today than yesterday, maybe even retire some day and start enjoying life.  
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    The End of Episode 1. 
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    CHAPTER ONE: A Ship with No Name 
 
    Patrolling the dead of night meant silence, contemplation, and secrets—hard things for a man like Thaddeus Fry. Nothing moved but the blinking of communication tower lights on distant building tops. The only sounds came from climate control generators in the windows of the prefabricated housing blocks near the warehouses and mining transport hubs, or the spaceport where ships landed at all hours. 
 
    Thaddeus stood on the fringe of the spaceport with no intention of patrolling inside the perimeter. They had their own security and there was allegedly a company of space Marines there, although he’d never seen them. Didn’t want to. And if he did his job, wouldn’t need to. 
 
    Don’t think too much, Fry man. Just keep your eyes open. Finish the patrol. Go home and get some sleep. Instead of listening to his own advice, he knelt close to the enormous Darklanding dog—or whatever it was that had been following him around since he left the mining incident. The creature stayed just out of arm’s reach this time, pretending to ignore him. It was nearly hairless and had to weigh a couple hundred pounds. Maybe it was a Darklanding pig, but Thad didn’t care for pigs unless they’d been made into a sandwich covered with cheese, mayonnaise, and tabasco sauce—minus the mayonnaise and tabasco sauce. Swine were dangerous. Gangsters used them to dispose of bodies, or so one of the movies he watched in transit to the Wilok System claimed. 
 
    “What do you think of this place?” Thad asked. 
 
    The creature looked at a spot on the ground for several moments. 
 
    Thad laughed. “Yeah. That seems about right.” He reached out and scratched the thing behind its ears, secretly hoping to learn by feel if it was a dog or a pig. For all he knew, it might be the King of Darklanding. “What’s your name, dog? King…William? Richard? Alfred? Tutankhamun? Charlemagne? That’s it, I could call you Charlie.” 
 
    The animal looked up, stared at him, then walked away. 
 
    “I’m going to take that as a no.” 
 
    A blocky ship, older but not ancient, descended carefully and hovered for several minutes before landing. Thad guessed it had a full load and Ungwilook wasn’t on the pilot’s normal route. 
 
    Watching ships come and go from Darklanding brought back memories of military efficiency and professionalism. Workers and machines normally began loading once the unloading was about ten percent complete. Interstellar corporations knew the expenses down to the minute and paid for quick results. 
 
    Thad squatted on the ridge above the spaceport, then took out his binoculars and gave the ship a closer look. Why? Because it was just sitting there with its lights on. 
 
    He searched for designation numbers and found them. Nothing about it looked suspicious except the minimal crew lighting and the complete lack of passengers or freight. A big ship, it was costing someone a fortune to sit there doing nothing. 
 
    An hour passed. Thad turned his back on the mystery and headed home to dream of troop transports and heavy machinery drops. Sleep would come. Sometimes it was a fight, but he’d slip into bed and be out sometime before the sun came up. The two-hundred-pound dog-pig followed at a distance. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO: Profit and Loss 
 
    Shaunte Plastes paced across her office, arms folded over her chest. She had only worn her service jumpsuit one other time, which had either been incredibly stupid or had saved her career. She still had dreams about the inside of the mines and the looks on workers’ faces as they came out smeared in dirt and relieved they were alive. 
 
    “Miss Plastes, are you there?” a voice said from the paper-thin computer screen facing the other direction. 
 
    She turned and scowled at the back of the screen, not wanting to face the company representative. Rather than answer, she moved around the desk, dragging her fingertips over its smooth wood surface and taking her time to stand where she could be seen by her conference call. The face staring at her was old and haggard but hid it well with the latest and greatest in anti-aging microsurgeries. 
 
    “Chairman Stoddard, have you ever ruled an entire world?” she asked. 
 
    One of his thick eyebrows raised significantly. “You mean a back-system frontier world with only one consumable resource that’s barely worth mining? No, I can’t say that I have.” 
 
    Shaunte wanted to argue the point about the value of her world’s resources but ignored his attempt to bait her. She stepped forward and leaned on the desk with both hands, bringing her face closer to the camera in the computer terminal. “I assure you, Chairman Stoddard, that I have complete control of this operation and this world. Not for the first time, I would like to ask the Board of Directors to consider a realistic budget. What looks good to you, in your artificial intelligence-generated financial analysis, does not work in reality.” 
 
    “Miss Plastes, we have spent more on our analysis than we have on you and your entire operation. The numbers we send you are nonnegotiable. You will meet the production guidelines or you will be replaced. I don’t care who your father is.” 
 
    Shaunte narrowed her gaze. Oh, I bet you do care, she thought. “How is Daddy? I miss him sooooo much.” 
 
    Stoddard flinched and drew back from the camera, unprepared for the childish endearment. 
 
    “We are very close. He taught me everything I know. Remember what happened to the last Board of Directors?” 
 
     “Miss Plastes, you are taking my words out of context. No matter what type of childhood you experienced with your father, who I must say is not exactly known for being a softhearted father of the year type, we have a business to run and that requires profit. Do not try to manipulate me again.” 
 
    It was worth a try, she thought. 
 
    “This disturbing report of mining collapses—which our best brains and AIs deem highly improbable—need go no further than my office. Don’t let it happen again. I don’t care what it takes, but you had better learn to take care of your operation. And one last thing, a word of friendly advice, the operation at Darklanding is too large for you to finance from your personal expenses. Never for one moment imagine that I don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    Shaunte opened her mouth to respond, but the screen was already blank. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE: Heavy Lifting 
 
    Thaddeus watched the sunrise. For a moment, Ungwilook was as beautiful as any other planet. Never mind that the titans of industry were ravaging the place for exotic minerals and exploiting both locals and migrant workers. 
 
    The empty lot between two large prefabricated buildings felt private. There was room for a company of soldiers to do calisthenics and stave off the weakening effect of this planet’s moderate gravity. Shared misery, esprit de corps, all those things shaped him into the man he was—good, bad, and ugly—depending on which of his ex-wives a person questioned. 
 
    He couldn’t help but think about the coquettish madam at the Mother Lode. “Don’t do it, Fry man. She’s trouble like all the rest.” 
 
    He needed to do more than stay in shape. His first day at Darklanding included a fight with one of the local Ungloks but also an alley brawl between two humans. “What do you think, Charlie?” he asked the dog-thing that lingered near him. 
 
    It stared, completely unmoved. 
 
    Thad pointed his thumbs at himself. “This guy is going to get in shape.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Well, at least I figured out your name.” 
 
    The dog-pig from Darklanding looked away, feelings hurt. 
 
    “I take that as a no,” Thad said. 
 
    The Mother Lode, arguably the finest saloon at the spaceport, was likely to be his permanent home. His predecessor had met an untimely end due to the excitability of mining explosives somehow left in or very near to the sheriff’s normal billet. Thaddeus needed to learn more about the man.  It was likely that he inherited the same enemies. 
 
    Maybe he was wrong. Perhaps the former sheriff had competed with some local tough guys for Dixie’s affections. Maybe the locals craved law and justice and had just been waiting for the right man to deliver it. Maybe pigs flew on Ungwilook. 
 
    He was starting to wonder if remaining a soldier would have been safer. He knew better. It was time to get some exercise and not think about the campaign on Centauri Prime. 
 
    So what were his options? Jogging around the small vacant lot? Jumping jacks? Push-ups? 
 
    Those were all good things for soldiers, civilians, and lonely sheriffs without much back-up. He wasn’t going to have a sparring partner, so he needed to work on his mental grit. He’d seen people lose their edge and was determined not to be one of them. 
 
    The haze of industry around Darklanding bloomed into the morning sky like an expanding cloud of chemicals and dust. He toured his new workout venue and found something interesting. The northernmost of the two large buildings was a vehicle maintenance facility. Near its rear door were several things that might be of use to Thaddeus. 
 
    He paused to look at the back of the Mother Lode standing three stories high on the other side of the street on the other side of the lot. It was an easy reference point in this new place. He looked to the corner window that had to be the Company Man's suite. She wasn't there, which was a shame. It was probably a decent view of the town—such as it was. 
 
    A part of his mind told him he should warm up before moving the heavy tractor tire, but the other part said he wouldn’t get to warm up before a fight. He squatted by the edge of the tire, hooked his hands underneath the knurled edges, and heaved with his legs. Keeping his back straight under this much weight was harder than he had expected. 
 
    Getting his shoulders under the tire was the tricky part. He slammed one knee into the tire to encourage its upward motion, then dropped into a lower stance to get his hands and shoulders under the blocky beast. On another planet, it might weigh eight or nine hundred pounds. He understood he was not moving the entire weight of the monstrosity, but it was still awkward and difficult to maneuver. 
 
    Up, up, and over before it slammed back down, sending a cloud of dust into the chill morning air. 
 
    He flipped the tractor tire nineteen times to get it to the other side of the lot. Hands on his hips, drawing deep breaths one after another, he decided it was time for a run. He set an easy pace. There hadn’t been an opportunity to exercise during his transport to the Wilok system. The run felt surprisingly good, and he spent a lot of time thinking about the Company Man, Dixie, and ex-wives. With his experience, he should know better. His romantic involvements became entanglements because Thaddeus Fry.   
 
    “It is what it is,” he told Charlie as he finished his workout. The pig-dog was sitting to the side, well away from the dust clouds the sheriff had kicked up. “This is why I can’t have anything nice, meet anyone nice.” 
 
    Thad squatted down and wiped his face and neck with a towel. Steam rose off his shoulders into the cold air. He spat on the ground as sweat dripped off his nose. Out of the corner of his vision, he saw Mast approaching from the street. 
 
    The seven-and-a-half-foot tall alien stopped and looked over his shoulder, then made polite apologies to another pedestrian. “My excuses to you,” he said to a woman in the faded green jumpsuit of an agricultural hand. 
 
    Thad shook his head. Mast was not hard to pick out of a crowd. His light brown hair and jumpsuit were nothing spectacular. What set him apart was his excessive civility and his emerald green eyes, rare in a native of Ungwilook. 
 
    “I think what you mean to say, Mast, is excuse me,” Thad said. 
 
    His new deputy smiled and hurried toward him. “Why would they excuse me? Not that I’m complaining about your advice.  The logic is somewhat hard to wrangle. Which brings me to a question. What do you have against that tire?” 
 
    Thad shrugged. “I want to grow stronger.” 
 
    Mast narrowed his eyes and pondered the statement, nodding as though he understood. 
 
    Thad laughed as he stood and put on the fire-retardant jacket he’d taken to wearing in place of his normal duster. The mine collapse had changed his attitude regarding practicality.  
 
    Dull gray with a reflective hem and cuffs nearly gone, the jacket felt like an old friend who would protect him from this planet. He took his hat from the top of one of the other large tires and pulled it snugly onto his head. “I need to get back to the Mother Lode for a shower.” 
 
    “I must admit I do not know the full responsibilities of a deputy.” 
 
    “Let’s walk. Keep your eyes open, make sure nobody sneaks up on me. That’s lesson number one. Head on a swivel,” Thad said. 
 
    Mast’s emerald eyes widened in alarm. “Swivel?” 
 
    “Relax, Mast. It just means look right and left and always be aware of your surroundings.” Thad demonstrated, raised his eyebrows to see if Mast understood, and then smiled. “Tell me about Darklanding.” 
 
    “What you really mean to ask is, what should you know about my people,” Mast said. “Are we dangerous? Are we intelligent or dumb? Do we resent humans?” 
 
    “All those things matter, you’re right. But I want to know everything about Darklanding. The good, the bad, and everything to do with the Sagitterean Conglomerate.” 
 
    Mast shuddered at the mention of the company, but Thad didn’t know if it was fear, loathing, or excitement. 
 
    “The Ungwilook work harder than humans, but get paid less. This is the way it has always been. We are not bitter, or I should say I am not bitter, but some are,” Mast said. 
 
    “Really?” Thad asked. 
 
    Mast lowered his head and bent his back, but was still much taller than Thad. “Maybe just a little.” 
 
    Thad looked at his friend and saw that the native was smiling slyly. 
 
    “Tell me something, Mast. Why aren’t you allowed in the processing plant?” 
 
    The Unglok straightened, his demeanor suddenly different. He looked around, and if Thad was a judge of anything, sniffed the air. “You do not know the answer to this question?” 
 
    Thad stopped and put his hands on his hips, pushing back his long jacket. He understood this showed his sidearm and his badge. He placed his feet shoulder width apart and looked at his deputy. “If you’re going to be my deputy, there’s a few things we need to straighten out right here.” 
 
    Mast stopped, then mimicked Thad’s position by pushing his human fire coat back. His blaster was backward in the holster, which wasn’t completely incorrect the way some of the borderland tough guys carried weapons, but Thad suspected this was an accident. Mast’s beat-up coat barely reached his knees and hung on him like a sail in a doldrum. 
 
    “At least your badge is on right side up,” Thad said. 
 
    The Unglok looked him up and down, narrowing his gaze in a way that seemed to emphasize his emerald green eyes. He shifted his feet slightly wider, adjusted his fists on his hips, and then frowned. 
 
    Thad paused in the middle of giving him a tongue-lashing, curious about this strange behavior. 
 
    Mast suddenly got it, widening his eyes and making a sound that sounded a bit like the human word “aha.” He pulled his firearm, accidentally pointed at Thad for a second, and then holstered it correctly. 
 
    Thad, voice dry, lowered his hands and let his duster fall into a normal hanging position. “I think you can be taught. Another thing I want you to remember is to never point your weapon at something you’re not ready to shoot.” 
 
    “Is that the one thing you wanted to straighten out right here very muchly?” Mast asked. 
 
    “Believe it or not, this is more important than whether you’re pointing a deadly weapon at my face. I have to trust you.” 
 
    Mast frowned. He put one finger on his chin and quickly pulled it down as though he’d committed a rude offense. “Trust is important. Do you not trust me?” 
 
    “Your answers about processing plants, and why your people can’t go there, are evasive.” 
 
    “Mast is very muchly embarrassed. Mast…I…hesitated, because the last sheriff did not live long.” 
 
    “Was the last sheriff interested in your people’s welfare?” 
 
    The Ungwilook looked at his feet and clasped his hands under his chin. “No, he was very less-ly interested.” 
 
    Thad suppressed a laugh and the urge to ask what Leslie had to do with anything. 
 
    Mast considered his words and continued his statement. “There are many prejudices against our people, but I do not believe that is the reason. Our math is an innate thing. We are very good at it. Humans cannot believe it.” 
 
    Thad adjusted his hat, and started to walk toward the Mother Lode. “Come on, Mast. I think we’ll get along okay. I’m not one to be giving math tests.” 
 
    The sheriff still didn’t have his answer to the processing plant, but he was getting closer, close enough for the day. Mast would come clean in his own good time. In the interim, Thad expected that he’d ask around. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR: She’s a Little Runaway 
 
    Dixie sipped from a straw, tasting the sugar in the drink as she looked around with just her eyes to make sure no one was watching. She trusted the cook’s discretion, but there were limits. Raw sugar of this quality was worth killing for on Ungwilook. She couldn’t afford it even with her special investments and dividends. 
 
    She sat up straight and smoothed the front of her outfit, making sure to accentuate her form in case anyone was watching. “That is the way soda is supposed to taste. Now if I could just afford a little shot of whiskey in it.” 
 
    She swiveled on the barstool, disappointed she didn’t have an audience. Never one to linger on misfortune, she slid down. The heels of her shoes clacked like tap shoes. Tugging up her bodice with one hand, she pulled down her skirt with the other just far enough to be properly immodest but not a peep show. 
 
    She flipped her hair back. There was nothing happening in the Mother Lode. She passed the rooms in back and went to her office, which had a door leading outside. A long time ago, she had assumed she wouldn’t want anyone knowing her real occupation. Situations changed quickly on frontier worlds, as did power balances and cash flow. 
 
    On the corner of her desk was a Japanese fan—an expensive imitation of a Kabuki original. She picked it up with the flurry and waved it in front of her raised chin, pretending to be exotic. A moment later, she lowered herself into an oversized chair and propped her feet up on the desk. 
 
    A light blinked on her computer station, a sleek device that had been state-of-the-art seven years ago. She’d never really learned to use the thing. 
 
    “Wake up, computer.” The machine struggled to life, then promptly notified her that she had an appointment pending. 
 
    “How pending?” she asked. 
 
    The computer answered in a voice nearly as manly as that of the new sheriff. “Five minutes ago, little lady.” 
 
    She dropped her feet to the floor and sat up straight. Did she have time to change? No. She stood and buttoned her shirt up to hide her bodice cleavage. Then she unbuttoned it lower than before. She smoothed her skirt. She tousled her hair. 
 
    “Oh Frak!” She stepped into her undersized bathroom and brushed her hair. She went for the straight look, which meant her curly frizz was almost wavy and lustrous now—never straight as she wanted. She adjusted the button-line of her sheer blouse to its intended parameters and zipped on the second half of the skirt that covered her just below the knee. 
 
    She moved with purpose to the door. Sure enough, there was a light indicating someone was waiting in the foyer. “Humph.” 
 
    She opened the door and saw a cute girl. 
 
    The girl had auburn hair and the bluest eyes Dixie had possibly ever seen. She stood with her hands clasped in front of her like a little girl, but she wasn’t. Dixie guessed she was probably a teenager. Or she was a teenager trying to pass for a twenty-year-old woman...trying to pass for a girl. 
 
    Dixie frowned. All her current girls were simple and easily managed. The drama tended to involve getting too attached to a patron, but she didn’t think this stranger would do that. She looked like trouble. 
 
    The girl’s white blouse fit snugly. Her black skirt hugged her legs and she wore boots that touched the bottom fabric. On any other planet, it would’ve suggested she worked in the food industry, or possibly as a blackjack dealer. 
 
    On Darklanding it either meant she was rich, or hadn’t been to town before. Everyone wore jumpsuits provided by the company. 
 
    Unless you’re a madam or a CEO, Dixie thought. “Oh, get inside before someone sees you,” she said. 
 
    The girl paused. “I thought your establishment was legal out here on the frontier.” 
 
    Dixie stared at the impertinent child, then updated her assessment. “A lot of things are legal, if your daddy has money. Now come inside or go away.” 
 
    Dixie had fourteen different walks, most of them designed to entice or confuse men. There were a few she had learned that would put other women in their place. She marched toward a desk, neatly turned at the corner, then stood with both palms on the desk as she faced the girl. 
 
    The blue-eyed stranger took her time entering the office. She looked around, entirely too bored and confident for Dixie’s taste. 
 
    Spoiled child. 
 
    “Since you’re so talkative, I have some questions. Be warned, first question, if answered incorrectly, earns you a one-way ticket back to your over-privileged childhood.” 
 
    The girl smiled innocently. “I’m sorry, did I do something? I’m being rude again. It’s my upbringing.”  
 
    “What is your name, girl? What is your real name?” Dixie cursed inwardly. She’d given away the game with the question. 
 
    “My real name is Ruby Miranda,” the girl said. 
 
    Dixie crossed her arms and pressed her lips together as she stared at the so-called Ruby Miranda girl. “You want to work for me?” 
 
    “I thought I might be able to wait tables or be a hostess,” Ruby said. 
 
    “You talk to Pierre about that. Can’t con a con artist, child, you know I run the brothel,” Dixie said. 
 
    The girl folded her hands together and looked at her feet. A tear leaked from the corner of one eye. “I’m sorry, Madam Dixie. I just did not know where else to go.” 
 
    Dixie moved around the table and stopped before she could help herself. The poor child. 
 
    “Everybody thinks being rich makes life easy. But it’s not. It’s really hard. Don’t make me talk about why I ran away,” Ruby said. 
 
    Against her better judgment, Dixie stepped forward and gave the girl a hug, realizing then how short and delicate she was. Dixie wasn’t exactly tall, but this new girl only came up to her chin. 
 
    Ruby tensed, then slowly put her arms around Dixie and started to cry. Head down, her words were unintelligible. 
 
    “There, there, child. Us girls have to keep our secrets. You’re safe now. No one messes with Dixie here in the Mother Lode. “ 
 
    Ruby sniffled and tried to pull away. Dixie held her tighter. 
 
    “I mmrm wnnrm ayy here,” Ruby murmured into Dixie’s cleavage. 
 
    “Everything is going to be all right now, child,” Dixie said as she patted Ruby Miranda’s back with one hand. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE: Enforcement 
 
    Thad sipped his post-workout drink—frontier whiskey in a shot glass. He wanted to toss it back and feel the burn, but understood from experience that he might be wise to ease into the local toxins. And the price tag was truly breathtaking. 
 
    He had released Mast on family business. Now it was time to unwind and study the locals. 
 
    Two years hadn’t seemed like a long time to complete his duty obligation when he accepted the assignment to Darklanding. How dangerous could it be compared to Centauri Prime?  
 
    Probably every bit as much. Head on a swivel, Fry man, he reminded himself. 
 
    He put down the glass and sat up straighter. There were places, things, and events he didn’t let himself think about while drinking. The glass would remain on the bar until he changed his frame of mind. 
 
    Dixie strode in with a businesslike stride he’d never seen before. Her ample curves looked good. She showed less cleavage, less thigh, and more purpose. A subtle expression, stern but motherly, glinted in her eyes as her high heels tapped the wood floor. 
 
    Thaddeus motioned for another drink but kept his eyes on the unfolding scene. 
 
    Shaunte pushed through the swinging doors at the front of the Mother Lode bar like an old west gunslinger, barely slowing down—ignoring Thad completely. 
 
    I must be off my game. Thaddeus didn’t think either woman was looking for the other, but their converging vectors reminded Thad of two meteors entering the same space. 
 
    Dixie stopped, facing Shaunte, and drew herself up as tall as she could, throwing an imperious glare at Shaunte who tossed it right back at her. It looked like a photo op of two cage fighters who were set to compete for the title. Never mind that they were socially and professionally on opposite ends of the spectrum. In this moment, they were two women ready to take out their frustrations on any easy target. 
 
    Both women spoke simultaneously in the language of women where words meant more than they seemed. 
 
    “Well!” they said, turning sharply and veering away from each other at ninety-degree angles. 
 
    Thad watched Dixie approach Pierre and give him a stern lecture on a topic he apparently knew nothing about. A fragment of the conversation reached Thad’s ears. 
 
    “I’m warning you, mister. This one’s different and has my special protection,” Dixie said. 
 
    Still interested in their conversation, Thad reluctantly pulled his eyes away and saw Shaunte pacing with her hands on her hips. Her dilemma was easier to understand. He could tell when she was fighting the bottom line. As the Company Man, she had deadlines to meet and profit margins to maintain. 
 
    Dixie left, probably for her apartment above the little office she kept in the back of the building. Thad wasn’t really sure. He sat back and sipped his whiskey, planning to enjoy the show. 
 
    And that was when the trouble began. 
 
    Mast arrived, as tall and polite as ever. He offered no explanation as to where he had been, but sat next to Thad, looming over him like a tall, skinny tree. 
 
    At the same time, Shaunte moved forward in Dixie’s wake and harangued Pierre about some financial matter. 
 
    “Relax, Shaunte. Have a seat at your usual table. I’ll bring you a salad,” Pierre said. 
 
    “Oh God, no. Not the deadly Darklanding salad,” she said. 
 
    Thaddeus was curious about what a concoction that might be, but shifted his attention to a scar-faced stranger at the front door. 
 
    The man was average height, perhaps a little shorter. He was solid and had a slight gut. He had rough, workman’s hands and a brawler’s face. He lacked stripes or markings on his jumpsuit. The color was so faded, Thaddeus wasn’t sure what the man’s work class was. 
 
    Several men gathered around him, talking and laughing like he was their best friend, then took tables not far from Shaunte. Thaddeus knew there would be trouble as soon as they started getting loud and groping the young women serving drinks and food. 
 
    That man is an instigator, Thad thought. 
 
    Dixie returned and slid onto her barstool, which always accentuated her moderate height. She had slightly tousled her hair, and unbuttoned her bodice significantly. Her skirt rode up on her left leg. 
 
    The stranger laughed loudly with his entourage. Several pitchers of beer were shared amongst the group. The stranger never lifted a glass. He leaned back in his chair so that two legs were off the floor as he talked with his hands clasped behind his head. 
 
    Thaddeus waited for his chance, then met the stranger’s eyes. He stared at the man for several seconds. The story the man was telling faltered but he quickly regained his momentum, swinging for the cheap seats as it were. 
 
    Shaunte, digital tablets and paper documents spread across her usual table, pushed her glasses up onto her forehead and squeezed the bridge of her nose. She abruptly stood and crossed the distance between her table and the boisterous crowd of newcomers led by the stranger. 
 
    Thaddeus massaged the back of his neck and steeled himself for trouble. 
 
    “I know who you are, and what you are. You’re not needed here,” Shaunte said, squaring her shoulders to make the most of her diminutive stature as she faced the stranger. “You’re not needed, and not in the budget.” 
 
    One of the ruffians laughed and gestured toward the stranger. “Did you hear that, Ike? She knows who you are. And doesn’t want to pay you.” 
 
    Ike’s rough face bore a scar from ear to chin by way of the bridge of his nose. His teeth were surprisingly good, if not for one missing in the front. Leather-skinned and mean-eyed, he smiled at Shaunte with a narrowed gaze that was more intimate than appropriate. He smoothed his plain workman’s jumpsuit with one hand as he stood up. 
 
    “That’s all right, Toy. I’m set up all right. Man like me just does what needs doing when it needs to be done,” the stranger called Ike said. 
 
    Shaunte crossed her arms and lowered her chin. “I’m warning you, Ike, you had better not cross me. I run a tight show here, and there’s no need for trouble.” 
 
    Ike looked around, somehow making his entire crew laugh loud enough to shake the walls. “Yeah, it looks like it.” 
 
    Thaddeus pushed his shot glass back to Pierre. “Wait about two minutes, then fill that glass and push it back to my seat.” 
 
    He took his time facing the scene, then walked forward knowing once he began, there was no turning back and no slowing down. Hesitation would be as bad as running away. “Mast, I want you to hang off my left flank and try to look tough. Don’t say anything. “ 
 
    The tall Unglok moved very near to him and walked so close he almost touched Thad’s left buttocks. 
 
    Thaddeus pointed towards the left wall. “Stand over there. Watch my back.” 
 
    “I will very muchly do my best.” 
 
    Ike’s crew stepped aside to form a clear space as though Ike was some type of duke or king holding audience. 
 
    Thaddeus stopped short, refusing to enter Ike’s small area of influence as a supplicant. 
 
    Silence spread across the room. 
 
    Ike sat in his chair, but leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “You the lawman?” 
 
    Thaddeus looked at Shaunte, not really liking where she was positioned. If a brawl broke out, she was going to be stampeded or hit with flying bottles. He wondered if he should flip up the table for cover and draw his sidearm. 
 
    “Cat got your tongue, lawman?” Ike said. 
 
    Thaddeus looked him straight in the eyes. “You ever fight your way up a hill so slick with blood, you had to jam your boot knife into the dirt to pull yourself upward?” 
 
    Ike rolled his eyes, then looked around the room as he got to his feet. He took a step forward and hooked his fingers into the belt of his jumpsuit. “I might have. You think I got these scars working for SagCon? Digging buddies out of mines or toiling in the fields on one of the agricultural planets?” He spat on the floor. 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care. Point is this. I can read you like a book, and I know more about you than your friends do.” Thaddeus faced the silent crowd. “You might think real hard before you do his fighting.” 
 
    Ike stepped forward, chest out and hands clenched into fists at his side. “I never needed anyone to fight for me, lawman. Not even against the lawman, if that’s what you even are. Look more like a security guard for SagCon.” 
 
    Without moving his feet or changing his stance, Thad lashed with his forearm across the side of Ike’s neck, hammering his brachial nerve. Ike went down like a sack of rocks, revived about the time he hit the ground, and sprang quickly to his feet as he stumbled backward. 
 
    It was a good recovery even though the man was in no state to do anything besides maybe crap his pants. Most of the tough guys Thaddeus knocked out stayed on the ground until a medic revived them. 
 
    “That’s enough fighting!” Shaunte shouted. 
 
    Thaddeus lifted one hand toward her, hoping she would be quiet and let him handle this. She wasn’t wrong. As the Company Man, she needed to assert her power and influence. It would’ve been better if she hadn’t been there to see this or participate. Thaddeus needed to put these dogs in their places before they became a constant problem. 
 
    Ike shook off several people who tried to help him stand. “You’re the law. You can’t do that. Hit a man for no reason,” Ike said as he marched forward. 
 
    With his left hand, Thaddeus slapped him across his face, knocking him off his feet. 
 
    This time when Ike stood up, he was laughing slightly. “Okay, all right, I get it. You’re one of them sheriffs. Real frontier type.” 
 
    Thaddeus stared at him, feet placed just wide enough to be in a fighting or shooting stance, hands at his side but ready to do what was needed, whether that be punch or draw and shoot. 
 
    Ike raised both hands as he backed up, silently queuing his posse to retreat toward the front door. “It’s all right. We’re good. Didn’t come here for no trouble. Law and order are good for a mining dump like this.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX: T-R-O-U-B-L-E 
 
    “Elliott. You need to calm down. Yelling at me isn’t in your best interest,” Shaunte said in measured tones, trying not to screech. She knew what she sounded like when angry.  
 
    Hysterical.  
 
    And not in the funny way. She had little enough credibility as the Company Man as it was. She fought every single day for respect and couldn’t destroy it because of the likes of Elliott Goldman.  
 
    “The ore shipments have stopped! We must get them going or we tell them to skip the next monthly shipment of supplies. What would you do without your monthly fix?” the production foreman asked accusingly.  
 
    A veiled threat.  
 
    Shaunte closed her eyes as she felt the heat rise up her neck and into her cheeks. He’d been there when she peeled off her special clothing shipment from a separate container. It had not been logged through the shipping accountability people. 
 
    He was now watching her, looking for her use of Company shipping for personal business. There were separate containers for personal purchases, and space within those came at a hefty premium.  
 
    Her guilty pleasure gave him leverage that she didn’t like. He had no proof, she saw to that with each shipment, but still, he was annoying. 
 
    “Elliott. If you would be so kind as to report to the mine and address your concerns with Foreman Dickles, I think you’ll find that he is doing everything he can to restore the transfer of ore to your facility.”  
 
    “He’s a madman! I’ll never go into the mine when he’s in there.” 
 
    “Then shut your stinking pie hole. We’re all doing our jobs. Maybe you can take your idled crew and clean up your plant, do some scheduled maintenance ahead of time? When you start receiving ore again, I expect it’s going to come fast and furious. I need you to be ready. Be warned. If you can’t keep up, I will crush you like the bug that you are.”  
 
    An unveiled threat.  
 
    “We’ll just see about that, missy!” The screen went blank. She gave her computer the finger.  
 
    “Maybe the sheriff could show you the error of your ways,” she suggested to the empty chair. “What do you think? Can he be influenced?” 
 
    *** 
 
    “The roof is solid. A new vein of exotics is in there, and that’s why it split. We believe the shifting is done, which means we should be able to break through the fall and get into the lower mine, find our people,” Jotham explained.  
 
    “This bit here doesn’t look stable.” P.C. pointed at the ceiling above the area where they’d removed the rock and started a breach through the roof collapse.  
 
    Jotham put his hands together as if he were praying and then pulled his palms slightly apart. “The two sides have found balance. These shards go deep into the ground. They will support all that is above. A jack stand right here would not hurt, if you would like to install one,” Jotham said clearly and slowly, in spite of wearing a respirator. 
 
    The foreman held a finger to his lips. The sound of shuffling feet came to them from the tunnel leading out. P.C. signaled to the last man in line to bring one jack stand forward as soon as it arrived. The foreman turned back to the Ungloks.  
 
    “I want you four to the lead the way removing the rock. Get us through there.”  
 
    “They say it is a great honor to lead a rescue.”  
 
    “Then the honor is yours, Glok,” P.C. replied coldly.  
 
    Jotham pondered a reply as the sheriff rolled his eyes. The alien talked with his fellows in their language before getting to work.  
 
    The sheriff never was one to hold his tongue. “You want them to save your people, but you can’t call them by their name. Unglok. Is that so hard?” the sheriff growled. The foreman glared back, before pushing the sheriff out of the way as he headed for the group of human miners.  
 
    Thad joined the Ungloks and started hauling out the rocks that they handed back. He hurried to the intersection, but the other miners just looked at him. “Come on!” he snarled. “Those men are still down there.”  
 
    Once the first miner leaned in, the others quickly joined in and restored the human chain.  
 
    “Thank you,” the sheriff told the first man. Thad’s sincerity must have been clear because the man smiled behind his mask and nodded.  
 
    Jotham and the others tore into the fall, pulling rocks while sliding on rubble, then pulling more. The chain of miners passed the stones back to the intersection at a frantic pace.  
 
    Jotham raised his mask and said loudly, “Dozer.” P.C. gave the thumbs up and fired up the walk-behind. He maneuvered it to give him the best angle into the fall as the alien indicated with arm signals. They stepped out of the way. 
 
    “Jack stand!” the foreman yelled through his mask, pointing to spots on the floor and on the ceiling. Two men hurried in front of the dozer and torqued the stand into place, checking that it was set before retreating behind the dozer.  
 
    P.C. checked the area in front of the dozer one more time before he sent the machine forward, using the hand levers to guide it along the path that Jotham had directed. It rammed into the remaining fall. Smaller stones tumbled down the pile as it was dislodged. The foreman backed the dozer up a few feet and rammed into the pile a second time. 
 
    Then a third. Backed up farther and hit it again and again. A space formed above the pile as stones from above rolled down the other side. The foreman started yelling at the fall as he revved the machine, hitting the pile harder and harder.  
 
    With a final lurch, it broke through, forcing the foreman to jog after the dozer. The Ungloks hurried into the breach, grabbing a few boulders remaining at head and shoulder height to keep them from falling. With superhuman strength, they move the rocks out of the breach, dropping and rolling them to the side of the tunnel down.  
 
    The fall had cut the power lines. It was dark below, but the foreman knew the mine. His headlamp illuminated the dust in the air, keeping the beam from shining too far ahead.  
 
    The aliens, miners, and sheriff worked their way through the breach, each following the aliens’ lead and removing a stone or three on their way through. They threw them aside and gathered around the foreman. He removed his mask and pulled hard to get enough air.  
 
    “You five, widen that breach. Put in a couple more jack stands. The rest of you, follow me, and don’t take off your masks. The air is bad on this side. We need to restore power to the air handlers.” He looked at the eager faces.  
 
    One young woman raised her hand. “Billy. Get on it.” She nodded and ran uphill. Everyone had multiple jobs. She was one of a few miners who were also electricians. She needed her gear and was running toward the entrance.  
 
    The foreman turned and headed downhill, waving at the dwindling group to follow. Thaddeus Fry hurried to walk alongside Mast Jotham. “Thank you!” he yelled through his respirator. “Great work back there. How do I say thank you in your language?”  
 
     “Boonodd.” The sheriff said it back to him. Jotham nodded. Thad looked at the others and told each of them thank you. They looked back at him without acknowledging that he’d spoken.  
 
    He shrugged. Regardless, he was thankful that they were through and heading deeper into the mine. Thad was confused that the other miners hadn’t been by the fall. He expected them to be waiting.  
 
    Thad had not known that there had been multiple collapses within the mine. Nothing happened in a vacuum. When one wall shifted, another would move, and then another.  
 
    The foreman had left the dozer behind. The sheriff was confused. No one else seemed worried. They looked determined. Thad continued marching downhill with the rest.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Any news from the mine?” Pierre asked while rolling the end of his mustache between two fingers.  
 
    “None,” Shaunte replied as she tried to get past Pierre. He blocked her way. 
 
    “Business is way off. Maybe you can do a little something?” he said in his weasely way.  
 
    She turned on him. “Get out of my way,” she demanded.  
 
    “I’m just saying…”  
 
    Shaunte glared at the man in his perfectly cleaned and pressed jumpsuit, the kind that she should have been wearing—service class with management stripes on the sleeve. She was dressed up as always, as if she were going to a business meeting in one of the inner systems. 
 
    Miss Dixie stood to the side, chuckling and shaking her head. “You’re just saying that you don’t care about the people trapped in the mine, only your own pocket,” she suggested. 
 
    “Of course. Was there any doubt about that? But Anglelook still turns and we still have a business to run with quotas and all,” he said, looking first to Dixie and then to Shaunte. 
 
    “It’s pronounced Ungwilook,” Dixie corrected.  
 
    “Yeah, just like I said. Anglelook.”  
 
    “You’re still in my way,” Shaunte said in an exasperated voice. Pierre slowly moved aside, frowning while holding his hands up. 
 
    “Thank you. Next time you interfere with Company business, I’ll turn you over to the sheriff,” she said in a low voice as she passed. She kept walking.  
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” he said too loudly. 
 
    She stopped and turned. “I won’t dare you, because you’re just stupid enough to try me. Be warned, Pierre. I am not putting up with your BS. And you need to stop helping yourself to your so-called staff. That won’t just get you dismissed, it’ll earn you a berth on the trash rocket into the sun.”  
 
    He stammered incomprehensibly as Shaunte returned to the task at hand—getting another glass of orange juice and a snack. It was going to be a long night ahead, especially if the miners hadn’t yet broken through.  
 
    From one to another, her management team was self-destructing. She knew that she had been given a weak team. It fell to her to develop them. She gritted her teeth thinking of the turd sandwich she’d been force-fed by her father. He knew she was determined to prove herself and had given her the most difficult assignment in the universe. 
 
    At least that was how she saw it. She grabbed what she wanted from the restaurant, paying on the way out and hurrying back to her office, then worked her way around the chair in the middle of the room and tapped the screen to call the mine foreman as she sat down.  
 
    He didn’t answer. Neither did Pavel Stasenko. She tried contact after contact until, finally, the equipment office answered. 
 
    “What the hell is going on out there? How come no one is answering?” she demanded in a rush. 
 
    “Damn. You just called me no one,” Davos, the equipment manager, replied.  
 
    Shaunte stammered a quick apology. 
 
    “Just kidding. They’re all in the mine. The cave-in cut the power to the repeaters. They cleared the first two falls, but they’re deeper in the mine now. We won’t be able to talk to them until Billy restores the power. She’s working on it right now. I wouldn’t know anything if she hadn’t told me about ten minutes ago when she checked out the electrician’s kit.”  
 
    “Thank you. I am tasking you to let me know when power is restored.” 
 
    “Will do,” Davos said, unsure of how he was supposed to know when power was restored to the lower sections of the mine.  
 
    *** 
 
    Thad found his hand resting on the butt of his weapon. The darkness was inky black. Only the areas directly in the headlamp beams were lit. Everything else was dark. It reminded him of an operation to clear a tunnel complex between one of the enemy installations on Centauri Prime. The enemy had used the darkness to their advantage. 
 
    Even with low-light enhanced displays, the op had been a horror show. He’d lost men to both enemy and friendly fire. The soldiers sent rounds into the haze of enhanced darkness, not knowing what was there. The enemy set traps.  
 
    So many traps.  
 
    The sheriff slowed his pace and the Ungloks left him behind. He moved to the side as his head started to swim. One of the miners slapped him on the shoulder and gave him the thumbs up as he passed. The small group of eight miners continued downhill. With his back against the wall, Thad took long deep breaths, pulling hard against his respirator.  
 
    He looked up and down the tunnel, letting his light shine through the darkness. The dust was settling now that the shuffling miners had passed.  
 
    A horrendous screech tore up the tunnel, then thunder, and finally, a dust cloud billowed his way.  
 
    His reverie broke and the former captain’s mind sharpened, focusing like a laser beam down the tunnel from where the sounds had come. He bolted downhill, running into the dust cloud before slowing, trying not to outrun his light.  
 
    The sidewall had collapsed, but the roof was intact. Scaling bars and rock pikes protruded from the rubble. The humans were injured and trapped. The four Ungloks were away from the collapse, with their backs against the wall, standing perfectly still. Covered in dust, they looked like ghosts.  
 
    The sheriff waded into the fall and started throwing rocks out of the way, freeing one miner after another. He stopped after a minute and looked at Jotham. “A little help, please?”  
 
    The Unglok pointed to the wall and shook his head. “Can we brace it? We have a couple jacks,” Thad suggested. 
 
    “Yes. Put one there against that crack and one over there.”  
 
    The sheriff got to work as the men groaned and pleaded for help. First one brace, using the wrench to crank it tightly into place, then the second brace. As soon as he turned back, the aliens were furiously digging the humans from the rocks.  
 
    Broken bones, bruises, lacerations. Their helmets had saved their heads. Thad and the aliens propped the miners up, five men, three women, but no foreman. “Where’s P.C.?”  
 
    Jotham looked back with a blank expression on his thin face. “P.C.!” Thaddeus yelled and scrabbled across the rock on his way downhill. He found the foreman past the slide, bruised and bleeding, but mostly undamaged. His eyes were vacant.  
 
    The foreman’s helmet was cracked. “Look at that! Takes a licking and keeps on ticking!” Thad told the man before turning serious. The Ungloks circled the pair. “Here’s what we’re going to do, P.C. We’re going down there to find the others and bring them out. We’ll be back for you, with the others, or we won’t be back at all.”  
 
    P.C. looked at him. His jaw worked for a bit before anything came out. “But you’re not a miner.”  
 
    “Today, I am. My friends and I are going deeper into the mine, look for survivors, because miners refuse to give up. We know that no matter what, someone is going to come looking for us. All we have to do is hang on until they get there. We are their someone. We gotta go, P.C. Stay here and keep the others comfortable. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”  
 
    The sheriff gripped the foreman’s shoulder, then let go, turned, and headed downhill with a bold stride. His light showed less dust the farther he went.  
 
    Jotham caught up and walked casually beside him. “If I was a betting Unglok, I would say that where once there was thirty, we are now five, and the odds are finally in our favor.”  
 
    “How so?” Thad asked, keeping his eyes forward and slowing as he came to an intersection.  
 
    Jotham pointed to the left. They turned and walked that way.  
 
    “Too many miners who don’t know the mine. You have us. We will be fine,” the alien explained. 
 
    “How did you guys escape that last fall? It caught everyone else. All of them and none of you.”  
 
    “We heard it before the others and jumped out of the way. They hesitated. In the mine, you must never hesitate. They say that those who delay, die. That’s what they say.”  
 
    The sheriff stopped and cupped a hand over his ear, listening to sounds from below. Groans. Scrapes.  
 
    “Come on!” he shouted as he took off running. The Ungloks loped after him, easily catching up and then matching his pace.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN: Drunk and Disorderly 
 
    Ruby Miranda hated sitting on the barstool, and hated the clothing Dixie had selected for her even more. The skirt was more of a belt and the boots barely reached her knees. Her slim gymnast’s body looked too athletic for some of the men in this crowd, she guessed. The top was interesting. It took her fifteen minutes to figure out how to wear it, during which time she realized there was more fabric covering her arms than the rest of her. It pushed and pulled until she had cleavage and a stomach flatter than the bar behind her. Right now, she was concentrating on staying relaxed and not flexing her abdominal muscles because that always drew hoots and hollers from the patrons. 
 
    Dixie started over, drawing the eyes of every man she passed, and set her ample form on the barstool next to Ruby. “I don’t have the budget to thicken you up, but will figure something out. You’re like a refugee. So skinny.” 
 
    Ruby sipped her drink and looked for Ike in the crowd. She had never met him in person, but knew his face from her research. 
 
    “Youth will only last you so long, honey. You need to think ahead and learn from someone who has seen it all,” Dixie said. 
 
    “Okay, Dixie.” Ruby batted her eyes at the madam. 
 
    Dixie sighed in exasperation. “Not like that. Are you even trying? Never mind. I have something to attend to so remember what I told you and talk to Pierre if anybody makes you a serious offer. He knows which ones I would allow for your first time.” 
 
    Ruby nodded with her best chastised-child expression and waited for Dixie to leave. 
 
    Less than a minute after she was gone, a giant man still filthy from the mines marched right up to her with his hands balled into fists. He opened one of them to reveal a coin. “Let’s go upstairs. You’re skinny and weird, but I’m tired and don’t have time for the usual pleasantries.” 
 
    Ruby leaned close and whispered in his ear. “Dixie says I’m still on probation and I can’t go upstairs yet.” 
 
    “I don’t care what Dixie says!” He took her by the arm, his hand wrapping all the way around her bicep and squeezing hard. 
 
    Ruby leaned closer, brushing his ear with her lips. “I’ll cut your balls off.” 
 
    For a moment, nothing happened. Then he stepped back while simultaneously shoving her away. The force spun her halfway onto the bar, but she recovered quickly and resumed her seat with one leg crossed over the other. She winked at him and made a cupping motion with her left hand and scissor motions with her right. 
 
    The thick-shouldered miner cursed and moved on to some of the other girls, who laughed and flirted with him. Ruby breathed a sigh of relief, but realized the man’s attempt had broken the ice with the patrons of the Mother Lode. Several of his friends were already eyeing Ruby and pointing at her, exchanging jokes and encouraging each other. 
 
    She uncrossed her legs and massaged the fatigue out of her thighs. “I don’t know how women sit like this.” 
 
    Howls of laughter and rude comments burst from her growing fan club. She avoided eye contact and made a decision. 
 
    During the confrontation, she had noticed Ike talking to some men at a table near the back of the room. He hadn’t recognized her. He was leaving now, so she stood up and followed. At the door, she grabbed a long jacket that covered her to mid-thigh. Then she disappeared into the shadows of Darklanding.   
 
    He moved fast, looking over his shoulder from time to time, but more often checking his back trail at the corners where looking back was less obvious. She tucked into doorways to hide whenever she sensed he was getting nervous. All in all, the man seemed to walk like he owned the place.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Ike?” she muttered as she watched him go, oblivious to her presence. 
 
    Ike cut straight through the residential and warehouse sections of Darklanding and approached the spaceport. He sauntered up to a gate and spoke to a pair of guards, showed them something, gave them something, and then passed through unmolested. One after another, ships circled the spaceport and landed. Others flared their engines to climb into orbit. 
 
    Ruby stared at the guards, calculating her chance of getting by them. Her experience at the Mother Lode had exhausted her patience with flirtation and charm as methods to get what she wanted. She decided to climb a nearby building and try to watch him for as long as she could. 
 
    Her efforts paid off. Moments after she found an abandoned rooftop, she saw him walk toward a ship that was oddly dormant. The loading ramp lowered and he walked on. Ruby couldn’t be certain from this distance, but she thought there was a lot of people on that ship and they were anxious to get off. 
 
    The ramp closed. The rest of the spaceport remained busy with loading and unloading. Trains of transport carts swerved around the dormant mystery ship as though it was a normal thing in the world. 
 
    Ruby hugged herself and shivered. The walk back to the Mother Lode reminded her that she was wearing a miniskirt and carrying her high heels in one hand. 
 
    What the hell was he doing here already? she wondered. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT: Collecting Evidence 
 
    “You should not have done that,” Mast said. “Those men committed a crime against the people of Darklanding.” 
 
    “So did the other men we let wander off, or do you plan on tracking them down and bringing them all to justice?” Thad asked. 
 
    Mast studied his feet. “That does seem impracticable.” 
 
    “Those two jokers were only looking for a free meal and a place to crash for the night. Well, that’s what one of them was doing. Not sure about the quiet one.” Thad went to the back door, opened it, and stepped out. 
 
    The pale-faced drunk lay face down in the alley. Thad walked over and squatted to check his pulse while keeping his gun-side away from the man just in case he woke up angry. Several seconds passed before he was satisfied the man was alive. 
 
    “Mast, wake him up,” Thad said. 
 
    “I will awaken him,” Mast said, kneeling to gently shake the man’s shoulder. 
 
    Thad went inside to ponder a bad feeling he had in his gut. There was something about Ike he didn’t like. The man was a troublemaker with an open tab at the Mother Lode. Did Shaunte know about this? Pierre surely had to. Dixie was probably in on it as well. Everyone in town knew Ike, everyone but the sheriff. He made a mental note to start confronting people. 
 
    After about ten minutes, he went to the back door to check on Mast. He watched without getting involved. He wanted his deputy to become self-sufficient and more comfortable dealing with humans. The Unglok knelt beside the human and patted his shoulder, muttering soothing words and promising to get him home before he got in trouble with the missus. 
 
    Thaddeus went back inside and paced the small office of the jail. He was deep in thought when a knock came at the front door. 
 
    “Sheriff Fry, I need to have a word,” a voice said. 
 
    Thaddeus recognized the voice almost before the visitor started to speak. Crossing the room with his gun-hand on his sidearm, he opened the door partway to stare down at Ike. “Fine, Ike. Let’s have words.” 
 
    Ike laughed. “Sheriff, I think under other circumstances, you and I would get along smartly. I’m here to check on some of my friends. Heard they acted out a bit and caught some charges with the law. And about all that business back at the Mother Lode, that’s just the alcohol talking. I respect the law, I really do.” 
 
    Thaddeus waited, unwilling to invite the man in. 
 
    Ike shrugged. “Well, can I see my friends?” 
 
    “They’ve already been processed,” Thaddeus said. “Just out of curiosity, what were the names of your friends?” 
 
    Ike laughed and winked. “I don’t know them like that. Just thought they’d be here and I wouldn’t be a good friend if I didn’t come to check them out.” 
 
    “If you want to be good to your friends, keep them in line.” 
 
    Ike turned to go. 
 
    Thaddeus let him take a few steps. “What are you doing here, Ike?” 
 
    “I’m just kind of in between jobs right now. A guy like me, and a guy like you, are more important in these frontier worlds. Kindred spirits, you might say.” Ike paused. “Miners worry about the roof caving in. I know I did when I was down there. Management worries about strikes and contract negotiations.” 
 
    “Just what are you saying, Ike?” Thad asked. 
 
    The scar-faced tough-guy shrugged his broad shoulders again. “Just saying. The Company Man seems like a real nice broad. I don’t think she’s got the steel in her veins to handle a strike. Most of what goes on during labor relations ain’t written down nowhere. You get me?” 
 
    Thad let his long coat fall away to reveal his gun and badge. “It’s not illegal to have labor negotiations. It is illegal to cause disorder. Do you get me?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do, lawman. And I think you’re smart enough to know nothing good is going to come from you and me fighting.” He turned and walked away. 
 
    Thaddeus reached into the pocket of his coat, pulled out a recording device, and clicked the stop button. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Next day, Thaddeus headed to see the Company Man about a matter of grave importance. He dressed in his best jumpsuit, brushed off his long fire coat, and shined his boots. Barbers seemed a rarity in Darklanding. His hair would reach his ears before long. By the end of his term, he would be a real hair farmer if he didn’t figure something out. 
 
    He grabbed his hat from the battered office chair and slid his sidearm into the holster. “Thank you for not stinking up my room,” he told his chair. 
 
    The stairs to the Mother Lode bar creaked as he nimbly descended and strode among the minimal breakfast crowd. 
 
    “Sheriff, there’s a man by the stage who won’t leave,” Dixie said, thrusting herself forward as she batted her eyes. “I don’t know what I’d have done if you hadn’t shown up in the nick of time.” 
 
    Thaddeus tipped his hat to her. “My pleasure.” He couldn’t help but smile at her. Focus. Think with the big head, he told himself.  
 
    He walked to the passed-out drunk and kicked his boot.  
 
    “Uh…what? Where…?” the man said as he roused himself to a sitting position. 
 
    “What’s your name, friend?”  
 
    “Carter F. Hayes.” He rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. 
 
    “Get on home, get some rest, and get to work. People are counting on you,” Thad said. 
 
    Carter nodded as he stood and worked his way toward the door. 
 
    Thad ordered breakfast and sent a message to Shaunte requesting a meeting at her earliest convenience. He had the recorder in his pocket and had thought of a thousand ways to explain what was coming to Darklanding. 
 
    “I’m sad, Sheriff,” Dixie said, leaning close. 
 
    “What’s that, Dixie?” 
 
    “I wasn’t the one to put you in such a chipper mood,” she said demurely, looking up at him with sheltered eyes. “Maybe next time?” 
 
    “Just heading to work. Another day in paradise,” he said, stumbling as he started to make his escape before remembering that he hadn’t eaten.    
 
    “You were whistling when you came down the stairs,” she said. 
 
    Thaddeus paused and returned to his seat, forcing his eyes to his food. “I guess I was.” He took his fork and started to eat, chasing it with an orange-colored fluid described on the menu as orange juice. 
 
    “I’m just surprised you’re up so early,” she said, letting her words languish, before delivering the punchline. “Not as surprised as I am about that Ike fellow arriving at the crack of dawn.” 
 
    Thaddeus stopped eating the scrambled green eggs on his plate. “Did you say Ike was here?” 
 
    She nodded, wide-eyed with sincerity. “Went straight up to the Company Man’s office.” 
 
    Thad put down his fork, then drained the orange drink in one long pull. “Tell me, Dixie. Does Ike have a tab at the Mother Lode?” 
 
    “For companionship or alcohol?” she asked. 
 
    “Either. Both.” 
 
    “He does. No idea who pays it.” 
 
    Thaddeus wiped his hands on a cloth napkin, then headed for the stairs to Shaunte’s office. 
 
    “Have a nice day, Sheriff,” Dixie said mischievously. 
 
    He took the stairs two at a time, stopping outside Shaunte’s office door when he heard Ike’s voice. 
 
    “Treating my men that way isn’t going to keep order. They work a hell of a lot harder than the Gloks and get treated like outsiders. Only way they get to eat a decent meal or have a drink is if I pay for it, and I ain’t made of money,” Ike said. 
 
    Thaddeus watched his profile through the frosted glass of the office door. 
 
    “Who is paying your tab at the Mother Lode, if I may ask?” Shaunte’s voice was calm, but tense. 
 
    “That’s a personal question. Don’t feel we’re good enough friends right now for me to answer it,” Ike said. 
 
    “I can find out,” she said. 
 
    “Then find out. Doesn’t matter. SagCon can’t treat men and women like dirt and expect them to keep busting their backs,” Ike said. 
 
    “You seem awfully concerned for them, considering where you were during the last contract negotiation,” Shaunte said. 
 
    Ike moved and spoke low enough that Thaddeus could no longer hear him. 
 
    He knocked on the door, then opened it. “Mind if I come in? Sounds like an interesting conversation. Patrons are complaining up and down the hall. Thought I’d investigate,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    Shaunte and Ike stared at him. Thad wasn’t sure who looked guiltier. He thought about the recorder in his pocket and wondered if he should leave it there. He crossed his arms. “Good morning, Ike.” 
 
    “You arrested two men with families to support back on Frenen’s World. They’re good workers who don’t deserve your harassment,” Ike said. 
 
    “I released them last night. You know that,” Thad said. 
 
    “Well, that’s not the point.” 
 
    “What is the point?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    Ike’s lip curled back for just a second. He narrowed his gaze and clenched his fists. 
 
    Thaddeus stepped forward, ready to put the dangerous man in his place, but Shaunte held up a hand for him to stop. “Not the time or place, Sheriff.” 
 
    A second later, Ike was all charm. “Well, I suppose you have our best interests in mind.” He backed toward the door, hands raised in supplication. “Good day, Miss Plastes. Good day, lawman.” 
 
    “Not if you start trouble,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    Ike nodded his agreement several times. “Sure thing. I understand completely. There won’t be any trouble in Darklanding.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE: Who’s that girl? 
 
    Thad wasn’t sure what to think of his confrontation with Ike. He’d started the day with a clear head and plenty of resolve. All he wanted now was for Ike to leave Ungwilook and for Shaunte to level with him. How did she know Ike? 
 
    “It sounds to Mast like she hired him for security during the last labor dispute,” Mast said. 
 
    “Referring to yourself in the third person is bad grammar,” Thaddeus said. He stood the tractor tire up and rolled it to the edge of the field, smearing dirt and grease across the old jumpsuit he’d selected for his workout gear. “What was he, a strike-buster? A head-knocker?” 
 
    “I do not know this information,” Mast said. He stared at the tire as though it were a dangerous alien. “Are deputies required to abuse tires and wheels? It seems a bit unnecessary.” 
 
    “If I can flip this tire, I can flip Ike on his head. Which sooner or later is going to happen. He’s trouble,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “I very much agree,” Mast said. He clapped his hands. “Did I say that more rightly?” 
 
    “Um, yeah, the first part,” Thad said. 
 
    Mast smiled ear to ear and strutted back and forth with his hands on his hips, blaster swinging on his side and badge shiny as any badge ever had shined on this planet. 
 
    Thad nodded toward the weapon. “We’re going to need to teach you to use that.” 
 
    “Do you think so?” Mast asked. 
 
    “Yes, I think so. Sooner rather than later.” 
 
    “Perhaps I should learn to move the tire first.” 
 
    Thaddeus shook his head. “Different skillsets.” He took Mast’s weapon, unloaded it, then double-checked the safety mechanism. He pointed it at the remaining tires in the corner. “Look through the front sight here. That’s the main thing. Line up the back sight with the front and keep them level across here.” 
 
    Mast nodded rapidly, looking like he might dislocate his long neck. 
 
    “But mostly, it’s the front sight. Especially up close.” 
 
    “You said mostly. Is that like muchly?” 
 
    Thad lowered the weapon with his right hand and massaged his forehead with his left. 
 
    Mast took back his weapon and aimed it at the tires in the corner. “Is that animal safe?” 
 
    Thad saw the pig-dog that he had named after the one who conquered Europe, Charles Magnus. But that didn’t fit. He was more the gladiator type. The ugly creature smiled and wagged its stumpy tail without standing. 
 
    “Stand there and practice aiming. Don’t touch the trigger. I’ll keep the power magazines to your blaster over here by my hat. Porky Pig should be safe enough for now,” Thad said. 
 
    The dog-thing snorted as it rose to its feet and turned around. Backside to Thad, it settled down for a nap. 
 
    “Good. Very good,” Mast said, already aiming the weapon away from Thad. “Are you going to punish that tire now?” 
 
    “I’m going to smash it like it owes me money,” Thad said right before he flipped it the first time. A half-hour later, he started running the perimeter of the vacant lot while Mast practiced drawing and aiming his blaster—grunting and saying things in the Unglok language that sounded both angry and juvenile. 
 
    Thad walked the last lap, sweating down the back of his old jumpsuit, breathing hard with his hands on his hips. One side of the lot bordered the street, across which was an abandoned building with a tall loading dock where a young girl sat in off-world clothing. The khaki pants and white shirt made him think of safari gear. Her boots were the civilian version of combat boots, probably custom-made. Auburn-haired and blue-eyed, there was something about her he couldn’t describe. 
 
    “Nice pig,” the girl said, casting her voice toward him. 
 
    The unnamed creature ambled toward them and stopped at a safe distance, sitting and watching the scene with its tongue lolling. 
 
    “It’s a dog.” Thad strapped on his gun-belt, suddenly protective of the animal. “I shall call him Maximus.” 
 
    The creature panted at him, then snorted. 
 
    Thaddeus turned slightly so the girl couldn't eavesdrop. “Maximus?” 
 
    The dog-thing didn't look away. 
 
    “I take that as a yes.” Thaddeus turned back. 
 
    The girl hopped down, smiling as she crossed the street. “Pigs are smarter than dogs.” She stopped on the sidewalk and cocked her head sideways as though studying a fascinating new lifeform. Her blue eyes held Thad’s gaze with youthful confidence. 
 
    “You’re a pig expert?” 
 
    “No. Never actually seen one. My brother had a dog. Stupid creature, but we loved it. What do you have against tractor tires?” she asked. 
 
    “Long story,” he said. 
 
    Mast stopped drawing and aiming his blaster. “Hello, Ruby Miranda. Very muchly good day to you.” 
 
    She curtsied to Mast, then stepped within arm’s reach of Thad. “Dixie won’t stop talking about you. I thought I’d see what she was fussing about. Darklanding is an interesting place. A lot of money to be made. A lot of things to go wrong.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be on holiday with your parents?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    Ruby’s face went cold, smile disappearing as though it had never been there. “I’m old enough to make my own way. It’s something of a tradition in our family.” She turned to walk away before looking back over her shoulder. “Have a nice day, Sheriff Fry.” 
 
    Something tickled Thad’s memory as he watched her leave. The girl was part of a story he’d heard before, somewhere far away from here. 
 
    “Mast, head back to the Mother Lode. Notify me immediately if you see Ike or his crew.” He kept his eyes on Ruby. 
 
    “I can most surely achieve that objective,” Mast said. “Are you going to follow her?” 
 
    Thad yanked his gaze toward the Unglok. “Yeah, I was. Is there a problem?” 
 
    Mast rolled his eyes up and made a rhythmic coughing sound from deep in his chest, holding his stomach with both hands. 
 
    “Are you laughing at me?” 
 
    Mast caught his breath. “I tried to very perfectly surveil her without success. How could you do better without knowing Darklanding as I do?” 
 
    “Do your job, Deputy. Don’t worry about me,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “Yes, yes. I will return to the Mother Lode and watch for Ike.” 
 
    Thaddeus set out after the girl who claimed her name was Ruby Miranda. 
 
    Darklanding was like most purpose-built industrial towns, frantically busy in places and nearly abandoned in others. Thaddeus turned the corner to find a sea of humans and Ungloks moving to and from work stations. Ruby’s small form disappeared between miners, dock hands, and miscellaneous workers carrying lunchboxes and talking over the noise. 
 
    The street was a cheap composite, like asphalt made of local materials. There shouldn’t have been dust or mud but it hadn’t been resurfaced or swept for a while. Smog from the spaceport and the distant processing plant was particularly thick today. One of the local warehouses had its doors open to hundreds of loading bays. Rock and roll music blared from a shop speaker. On the other side of the street, a repair shop blasted classical music. 
 
    Street vendors hawked cheap food and digital news cards, mostly scandal magazines, romance novels, and pornography. There were rarely enough women on frontier worlds. It always amused Thaddeus how the men devoured romance novels despite their rough exteriors and tough talk. 
 
    Ruby turned a corner. 
 
    Thad sprinted through the crowd to close the gap, slowing when he reached the corner. Stepping onto the next street as casually as possible, he spotted her easily and smiled to himself. “See there, Fry man, you’ve got this.” 
 
    Two men and five robot drones herded hundreds of pigs down the street, corralling them into a large paddock nearly the size of the warehouse on the previous street. Ruby walked through the ocean of animals, easily parting the tide of snorting livestock. 
 
    Thad’s heart skipped a beat. Domestic pigs weren’t aggressive, but they were omnivorous. His mother had warned him to stay away from the animals. The scent of blood would send them into a feeding frenzy, transforming them into feral beasts in a heartbeat. 
 
    Speakers on the drones amplified the voices of the pig herders as they moved them with brisk efficiency. 
 
    Ruby reached the next corner and turned. 
 
    Thaddeus made his way down the raised sidewalk, staying clear of the animals and their masters. He reached the corner and thought he saw Ruby step into an alley a hundred yards ahead of him. There were fewer people here, most of them Ungloks. A ship heavy with cargo roared overhead, climbing for altitude. 
 
    He reached the alley and saw it was short, only about ten meters long before ending in a solid steel wall with no doors. Ruby Miranda was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Is that a pig? Oh, I’ve never seen a real pig,” Thaddeus muttered. “Does Dixie know where you’re at, Ruby?” 
 
    No one answered. Thad took the long way back to the Mother Lode. He’d had enough of crowds and livestock for one day. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN: Money 
 
    Shaunte closed her computer with images of spreadsheets and loss statements burned into her eyes. Grabbing a stylish jacket from the rack near the door of her office, she headed to the workman pickup area where her presence was apparently needed. As soon as she recovered from paying the extra overtime to handle the mine collapse, she was going to hire a good assistant. It had been her goal for months. 
 
    She stopped for a half-sandwich and a child-sized carton of imitation juice, then placed each into a separate pocket of the slim jacket. Near the bar of the Mother Lode, Dixie chastised the new girl about her khaki pants and boring white blouse. 
 
    Shaunte did a double-take when she saw the custom safari boots the girl was wearing. Frowning, she left the building and thought not for the first time she needed to move her office someplace more respectable. And hire an assistant. And stop paying overtime out of her own paycheck to keep the operation running. And get a massage and a manicure. 
 
    Outside, the smog had cleared. The sun was unusually bright. She squinted and shielded her eyes with one hand as she walked to the pickup area down the street. Several transport buses waited for men to get on when normally they would have been halfway to the mines by now. Cold dread filled her gut. 
 
    She looked around for Ike but didn’t see the man. None of the men who caused Thaddeus Fry so many problems were present. She had seen these workers before and given them compliments on their work performance. These were the type of men who came early and stayed late, always trying to prove their worth. 
 
    None of them looked happy. They milled about, watching her nervously. One of them was nudged forward to be their spokesperson. 
 
    He pulled off his helmet and held it in his hands in front of his body. “I’m Jimmy Goodman,” the man said not making eye contact. He fidgeted nervously. “Wanted to send one of us down to your office to make a petition, but none of my friends or me can afford to miss a day at work and was not sure who should do the talking.” 
 
    Shaunte moved out of the street and onto the sidewalk. She took a breath and tried to appear patient. “Say what you have to say, Jimmy.” 
 
    The man nodded awkwardly and took another step forward, seeming a bit more confident. “We all know that you do your best for us with overtime and such. We still have to ask for more pay but we can wait for the regular negotiations. I mean we have to, right? Thing is, that’s not all that matters. The Gloks stay up late at night, don’t think they ever really sleep. Their food smells and they’re just weird.” 
 
    Unsure of how to respond, Shaunte clasped her hands in front of her and waited. 
 
    Jimmy did the same. 
 
    “What are you asking for, Jimmy? Separate living quarters? I wasn’t aware that humans and Ungloks shared the same apartment buildings,” she said. 
 
    Jimmy nodded emphatically. “Different buildings, but same neighborhood. We can’t even walk to work without running into a big cluster of them. They dig basements under temporary housing trailers. Why the hell do they do that? Why can’t they just go live in their caves?” 
 
    “So what do you want?” she asked, quickly growing frustrated. “I need them where they can do the most work.” 
 
    Jimmy looked back at his companions, nervously twisting his helmet. “We’d like a different section for our trailers. Maybe a wall between us and the Glok domicile.” 
 
    Shaunte’s stomach tightened into a knot. This quarter was turning into a disaster. First there’d been the collapse at the mine, lost production during reconstruction, medical expenses, three funerals, and a bunch of drunken disturbances during the last week that resulted in several employees not coming to work. 
 
    A couple of late nights after payday was to be expected. People had alcohol flu once in a while. The trend now was becoming more problematic than it should have been. 
 
    Now they wanted her to build an entire new settlement or wall off the existing settlements from each other. She couldn’t begin to imagine the expense. “Well, Jimmy, I will take that under advisement.” 
 
    “That’s probably not gonna be enough.” Jimmy looked her in the eye, almost apologetically. “I like you and so does my crew. I’m just saying that you should be careful. This is real serious.” 
 
    “I know it is, Jimmy. For now, I need you and your friends to get to work. I can’t provide anything for you if the company goes bankrupt.” 
 
    Jimmy nodded and backed away. Some of the group grumbled, but they shuffled toward the transport buses and headed for the mines. 
 
    Shaunte made her way to the market, hoping to find something to improve her mood. Shopping at Darklanding was not the same experience as it was back home. At this point, she was ready to buy anything that looked like women’s clothing regardless of style or size. She just couldn’t understand how this housing crisis had come out of left field. Neither humans nor Ungloks had ever complained before. They avoided each other and that was that. 
 
    She walked to her office, thinking of simpler times. Nothing had been easy since the new sheriff arrived. The day was unseasonably warm. She pulled at the collar of her blouse to get some air. The breeze caught her in the face and smelled like a pig farm. She hated the livestock transport days. Next time, she would mark her calendar and stay inside. 
 
    A crowd of the new workers that had been causing so much trouble gathered near the bar and bought drink after drink. She wanted to call Sheriff Fry, but was annoyed with him for reasons that didn’t make sense even to her. Ike, mercifully, hadn’t arrived yet. She knew he would be here sooner or later because he was another problem on her long list of problems. 
 
    The new girl sat at the bar, now properly dressed in a short skirt and tight top that revealed her shoulders and midsection. Shaunte wasn’t a fan of the establishment. Even if she could bring herself to get along with Dixie, she found the whole idea of the brothel to be repulsive. Pierre convinced her that getting rid of the place would be a mistake, and that previous managers had tried that and nearly shut down the entire operation, mines and spaceport included. 
 
    The delicate, innocent face of the new girl grated on her sense of morality, such as it was. To Shaunte’s educated eye, the youth was not as innocent as she pretended to be. Shaunte expected the young woman was from a life of privilege. 
 
    She was probably a spy from a rival family. Shaunte ignored her and went to her office. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN: Big Trouble 
 
    Thaddeus leaned as far back as he could in his chair, feet propped up on his desk. Scorched around the edges, the chair was sturdy.  
 
    Kind of like Sheriff Thaddeus Fry. 
 
    He flipped the pages of a novel he had found among a stack of others in one of the nightstands—something about vampires in space. Whoever lived here before him wasn’t very selective. The pages were worn and dog-eared, and the cover was half ripped off. The events of the last few days seemed less urgent. For the first time in a long time, he felt his perspective had improved, and he was ready for anything. 
 
    His data pad chimed in the pocket of his duster where it hung with his hat on a hook near the door. He crossed his tiny hotel room office and answered it. His features froze for an instant, and then he was galvanized into action.  
 
    “Calm down, Mast,” he said, reaching for his gun-belt. A moment later, he rushed down the stairs, out the door, and headed for the loading docks without buttoning his shirt or grabbing his coat. 
 
    Miners and dock workers arrayed themselves across the street leading to the first landing and takeoff area of the spaceport. A hundred meters beyond the scene, sitting in the background like a harbinger of doom, was the ship that never took on cargo or passengers. 
 
    Thaddeus’s first thought was of Roman soldiers in a shield wall. The image faded as the mass of men, mostly, ebbed and flowed like an angry wave. A few of them had crude signs. Most simply pumped their fists in the air. 
 
    “Better pay! Separate and safe!” 
 
    Thaddeus found Mast, who had been smart enough to stay in the shadows of the ugly scene. 
 
    “I understand the first part. What are they talking about, separate and safe?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    The emerald green eyes of his Ungwilook deputy glimmered sadly. “They do not wish to live near my people. This is a thing that should make me happy but does not.” 
 
    “How the hell are they going to do that? Build a new town?” Thad exclaimed. 
 
    Mast shook his head and looked at his feet. “I went among my people and told them to go underground, stay inside, be quiet.” 
 
    “Good call, Mast.” Thad hung his head for an instant before looking up, determined to finish this.  
 
    He counted the crowd and looked for Ike and his cronies, then put his hand on Mast’s arm. “Labor problems always happen. The job is too hard and the pay never seems like enough. Humans want social hierarchy even when they say they don’t. Hard times seem easier to some people when they know someone has it worse off. We’re hypocrites, Mast Jotham.” 
 
    “As we are very muchly sometimes,” Mast said. 
 
    Thaddeus reached for the pocket of his duster and realized he’d left it behind. Wind from beyond the edge of Darklanding, musty and warm for the season, but still cold and cut through the streets, sending a chill to his bones while kicking up dust. He found his data pad in his pocket. The old thing had a perfect signal. He dialed Shaunte’s number but didn’t send it. 
 
    “Have you seen Ike or anyone familiar?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    “All of the people of Darklanding are familiar to me. Memory of faces is muchly like the mathematics of my people. Easy and simple. Many of these workers are known to me,” Mast said. 
 
    “He’ll be here.” Thaddeus watched the crowd, listened to the chants, and looked for trouble. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long. A small cadre of older miners and dockworkers marched in a double column toward the work buses. They looked like hard men, unhappy with the circumstance but determined to get paid. 
 
    The crowd parted before them to reveal Ike. Grim as his scarred face and bare-chested, he stood with his feet shoulder width apart and brass knuckles covering each fist. Scars crisscrossed the muscles of his chest and upper arms. He smiled wickedly to reveal his missing front tooth. 
 
    “You don’t want to work today,” he said. A line of men meandered from the mystery cargo ship, their eyes never leaving the group attempting to cross the picket line. They gathered behind Ike. Some were bare to the waist to show scars and prison tattoos. Others wore their jumpsuits with the precision of former soldiers. They were men who appeared bored yet ready for anything. 
 
    Thad put a hand on Mast’s shoulder. The Unglok looked at him questioningly. 
 
    “Ike’s brought a company of professional tough-guys. And there’s way too many people in that crowd looking for an excuse to spin out of control.” Thaddeus stepped out of the shadows but did not draw attention to himself on his section of the loading dock. Most of the action was happening on the platform across the sea of humanity. He searched for Shaunte or any of her direct employees and prayed that she had stayed home. 
 
    “Don’t you people realize how bad they need us?” Ike asked. 
 
    The leader of the men crossing the picket line lifted one hand and the column behind him stopped. He spoke to Ike. “Everyone knows that. It’s all we talk about in our cups. I also know I need to send money home to my family. One way or another, this is going to end with us working and getting paid. Your problem with SagCon is not my problem.” 
 
    Ike held his hands to his chest in surprise. “It’s not my problem. I have an intergalactic work visa. I’m not stuck on this back-system planet. Can’t say that about everybody here, though.” Ike looked around to drive a wedge between the people, create the conditions favorable to his brand of negotiation. 
 
    Shaunte arrived from the transportation hub and stood with several other workers from SagCon. 
 
    Ike looked up at her, a cocky smile covering his face. “I’m doing you a favor, Shaunte Plastes. You can’t afford to keep paying extra when a company doesn’t care about us. Your daddy might be rich, but that money well is going to dry up, and then where will we be?” 
 
    Thaddeus moved quickly to reach Shaunte’s side. At the end of the loading and unloading platform he had been occupying with Mast, he had to jump a ten-foot gap to reach the Company Man. He reached back to Mast to give him a hand. The tall alien stretched out easily and pulled himself over. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here. This is a mistake,” he said. 
 
    “Would you have me cower in my office?” she asked, cocking her head slightly. She gripped his forearm. “If this gets out of control, I doubt that will be any safer than where I am now.” 
 
    Somebody shouted. Thad turned and saw Ike punching one of the strike-breakers. He rained down a flurry of fists that sent blood spraying across the front row of the crowd. 
 
    “Do something!” Shaunte said. 
 
    Thaddeus didn’t like the high pitch to her voice. He shook his head slowly. “That’s a trap, and even if it wasn’t a trap, it’s strategically and tactically impossible. One man can’t break up an entire riot after it starts.” 
 
    “One man will have help from his deputy,” Mast said. “My people can come out of their houses. That might distract these men.” 
 
    “I don’t like that, Mast. The Ungloks are not very popular right now,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “I will not ask them to fight, but merely to stand by and then retreat if something happens,” Mast said. 
 
    Thad scanned the area. The loading docks were part of a paved surface where trucks and other vehicles could be parked to load or unload materials. Some of it went straight into the shipping area on rails. He had some room to work, but not much. 
 
    “Can you move the crowd a little bit to that side, maybe get them away from Ike so I can deal with him one-on-one?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    “My people will try.” He slipped into the shadows between pre-fabricated buildings. 
 
    Shaunte shifted her weight foot to foot and lifted one of her manicured fingernails to her face. At the last moment, she pulled her hand down and set her jaw. “This is getting serious.” 
 
    Thaddeus lifted one eyebrow at her. “Wouldn’t want you to resort to nail-biting.” 
 
    She put her fists on her hips. “I want you to do something.” 
 
    “No one wins if I rush to failure. I don’t like this any more than you do.” Thad furled his brow, anxious to do something, but having to wait until the right time. 
 
    Shaunte studied him. Her eyes widened in alarm. “You’re enjoying this!” 
 
    “No, Shaunte. I’m not.” 
 
    She held out her slim hand. “Look at me. I’m shaking. About to pee myself. You merely look interested, like this is a challenging puzzle.” 
 
    He stepped past her so that she couldn’t read his face. “It is a puzzle. We may see the pieces scattered across Darklanding soon.” 
 
    Mast and his people arrayed themselves on one of the flanking docks near a heavy equipment zone. The crowd shifted but didn’t move much. Ike, on the other hand, made a mistake. 
 
    Mast motioned for his people to spread out on the raised platform as Ike marched toward them. Ike’s mercenaries held their position blocking the strike-busters’ forward progress. 
 
    “Interesting,” Thaddeus said. “They’re disciplined and probably well-paid, but probably not loyal to Ike.” 
 
    “How can you tell?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    “They’re doing a job and nothing extra. Wait here, Shaunte, I’m about to do as you asked. Something.” He ran along the platform, dropped to the ground, and sprinted to block Ike. Miners and dockworkers surrounded him on two sides. A bit farther away was the confrontation between the strike-busters and the mercenaries from the ship. The space around Thad and Ike grew larger until the showdown was clearly a one-on-one event. 
 
    He glanced at the mercenaries and saw no sign they would interfere. I don’t think that many of you want to be here. 
 
    “That alien freak is trying to stir up a riot! You’ve got to lock him up, lawman,” Ike yelled. 
 
    “Alien? We are still on Ungwilook, right?” 
 
    Ike cursed him. “You know what I mean, lawman. They ain’t even human.” 
 
    Thad grabbed him while he was talking, yanking one arm behind his back. 
 
    Ike spun out of the hold and swung a roundhouse punch at Thad’s face. 
 
    Thad ducked under the punch, then thrust his right hand up and grabbed Ike by the throat. Driving his hip sideways, he swept his right foot back, tripping Ike and slamming him to the ground. 
 
    “Stay down, Ike,” Thad said. 
 
    Ike strained against the grip, face turning red and spit flying from his clenched teeth. “I warned you. I warned you again and again. Can’t push these people forever. Go ahead and learn the hard way.” 
 
    “These people?” Thad asked. “That’s right, you’re just hired muscle. What I find interesting is that you predicted this.” 
 
    “Can’t. Breathe.” Ike gasped and struggled against Thad’s iron grip. 
 
    Thaddeus dragged Ike up and pushed him against the wall, where he cuffed his hands behind his back. People milled around uncertainly. Someone yelled and cursed. A few voices agreed with the new rabble-rouser. 
 
    Ike laughed even though his face was pressed against the wall. “I hope you’re a good soldier, because you suck at this.” 
 
    Thaddeus leaned on him. “That won’t do you much good if you push me.” 
 
    “You can’t just call down reinforcements this time, lawman.” 
 
    The crowd began to chant. “Let him go! Let him go! Let him go!” 
 
    Thaddeus looked over his shoulder while still holding his prisoner pinned to the wall. He faced forward, thinking furiously. Ike laughed even louder. 
 
    “They are all cheering for him now,” Mast said. He shifted his weight foot to foot and wrung his hands as he studied the growing mass of humans. “I cannot tell the difference between those who are refusing to work and those who were accepting double pay. Everything is getting mixed up.” 
 
    The mercenaries shifted back without a word, a planned movement or some merc version of an immediate action drill. Thaddeus didn’t have the time or resources to go after them now. 
 
    He clicked on his recording device, disguising the movement by leaning on Ike one last time. His own plan now in place, he walked Ike roughly to jail. “Let’s go through the building so we don’t have to face the crowd.” 
 
    “A very good idea,” Mast said. “I will be watching your back.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now, lawman. I’ve just become the hometown hero and made you the invader.” Ike laughed, turning it into a sneer. “You know what the really great part is? Compared to the Ungloks, humans have it good here. When I showed up, they were all talking about the money they were making with overtime.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth and keep walking,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “Shaunte is a fine piece of work, a real looker. But you should tell her to get out of the corporate world. Her replacement is already on the way and this could be a dangerous place for the next few months,” Ike said. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    Ike snorted derisively. “You really are a shell-shocked grunt. Her family has enemies. Her rich daddy has enemies. Do you think you’ve beaten me? I played you like a cheap guitar.” 
 
    “You are very wrongly wrong,” Mast said. 
 
    Ike spat at the Unglok’s badge. “You disgust me, you tunnel-digging savage. Learn to talk.” 
 
    “Perhaps my people should take this prisoner down to a deep, dark cell,” Mast said. 
 
    Fear exploded in Ike’s face for the first time. “Don’t you dare, you stupid Glok. That would start a war, a real war, and then you’ll see what happens!” 
 
    Thaddeus pushed Ike forward. “You’re my prisoner for now. I still don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You’re dumber than you look, lawman. I was sent to start this strike so I could break it later. I’m not getting better wages for these back-system losers, I’m driving their wages down. By the time I’m done, Shaunte will be begging her daddy for help and the miners will be glad they even have jobs at all.” 
 
    “How could you conceive of such a plan?” 
 
    Ike twisted his head around to stare at him. “You sneaky son of a… You’re recording this!” He thrust his weight into the cuffs, then tried to spin in a tight circle to pull them out of Thaddeus’s hands. 
 
    Thaddeus jerked him up onto his toes, then drove him against the wall. 
 
    “He is not so heavy as a tractor tire,” Mast said. 
 
    “No, he isn’t. About as smart, though,” Thad said. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE: Tricksy 
 
    Thaddeus pounded on Shaunte’s office door, rattling the glass. 
 
    “I said just a minute,” she answered. 
 
    He waited, not sure why he was so impatient. Stress burned in his gut. He didn’t want to light this fireball. He knocked again. 
 
    There was a pause before Shaunte stomped to the door and yanked it open. “I am in the middle of a videoconference. I had to put them on mute to deal with you. I don’t care if the building is literally burning to the ground, it can wait.” 
 
    “I...um...should’ve thought of that.” 
 
    “That’s right, you should have. Unless your grand scheme is to find a new boss,” she said, then pointed at a smaller, cleaner version of his chair in the corner of her office. “Just be quiet. I have to deal with this.” 
 
    Thaddeus moved carefully and sat down like a kid in school. He put his hands on his lap and was self-conscious about the way his blaster hung off the side of the chair. 
 
    Shaunte strode back to her desk, spread her hands as she leaned against the edge of it, and resumed her videoconference. “Chairman Stoddard, I understand your concerns and have a detailed operational plan to address them. We’ve been over the major points, and I sent your assistant the complete packet. There’s a step-by-step explanation. There are references for the facts supporting my arguments, and I have income and expense statements down to the last detail. There is nothing your people can do here that hasn’t already been done.” 
 
    Thaddeus’s face grew red as he thought of Ike and the sudden breakdown of labor relations in Darklanding. With no way to help Shaunte in the debate, he practiced combat breathing until his heart rate came down and he saw the situation clearly. 
 
    Shaunte finished the conference nearly a half-hour later, exhausted and sweaty despite the climate-controlled room. She collapsed into her chair and unbuttoned her shirt collar. “I’m sorry you had to see that.” 
 
    “I didn’t exactly bring you good news,” he said. 
 
    She massaged the back of her neck with one hand, and picked something out of her mascara with the other. “I don’t know there’s anything you could tell me that would make this day any worse. The only silver lining I can see in this cloud is that the price of exotic minerals has skyrocketed during the last week.” 
 
    “I think Ike and his people were sent here to instigate the strike, then break it,” he said. 
 
    “I’m not surprised he’s involved, but I’m not sure how much it matters either way.” She sat up and started slowly working through the documents she had strewn just out of view of the camera to support her arguments during the debate. File screens and actual paper were everywhere. 
 
    Thaddeus pulled the recorder from his pocket, turned it on, and set it on her desk. She listened without showing any emotion. 
 
    “He’s the instigator. I can deal with him, but you have to back me and it’s probably going to cost you money,” he said. 
 
    “If the problem is just one man, or even one man and a few of his goons, why should it be that expensive? To be honest, this seems more like a relief than anything,” she said. 
 
    “Ike basically told me I was a babe in the woods when it came to corporate infighting. Maybe, maybe not. What I can tell you is that I’m no stranger to power moves. I was a captain in the military after all.” He explained about the strange ship that seemed to be full of either cargo or people. “Ike is the immediate problem, but he implied that someone is out to drive you out of business. Maybe drive your family’s connections away from SagCon and Darklanding.” 
 
    He waited a moment to judge her response and thought he sensed an iron resolve under the surface of her attractive face. 
 
    “I’m the sheriff, but I understand war. This won’t end with Ike, or the ship, or whatever the next thing is. You must be ready to fight the long fight. I’ll go after Ike and his people, but not if you’re going to let me hang out there to dry.” 
 
    Shaunte met his eyes, then nodded. “Where is Ike now?” 
 
    “I considered sending him to the bottom of a mine with Mast and his people,” Thad said. 
 
    “Oh, I like that idea. Is there room for Chairman Stoddard down there as well?” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    She studied him for a moment, sitting up straighter. “What are you thinking, Sheriff?” 
 
    Thaddeus stood and paced. “There has to be something more. It can’t just be Ike and his mercs stirring up hate and discontent. No one cares about that. My op sec training says there is a bigger threat that I’m not seeing.” 
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “He needs intergalactic attention to get the planet put under martial law. Some kind of terrorist attack or major industrial disaster pointing at your incompetence,” Thaddeus said. “I think I need to let him go.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “All I have on him is a misdemeanor.” 
 
    “Inciting a riot sounds like a felony to me,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “Work with me.” Thaddeus paced, thinking aloud. “I can’t hold him. I make a big show. My pride is trashed. I’m a dumb army grunt who hates losing, but it is what it is. Ike goes free.” 
 
    “And you follow him and learn his secret plan,” she said. 
 
    He stopped and faced her. “Pretty much.” 
 
    “Does that kind of thing actually work?” 
 
    Thad smiled and pulled on his hat. “Let’s hope it does.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN: Sideways 
 
    “I do not like this,” Mast said as he watched Ike swagger down the street. 
 
    “Wait, it’ll get better,” Thad said. 
 
    Ike put a hop in his step, turned as he bounced along, and presented two middle fingers to Thad and Mast. 
 
    “That is an odd selection of fingers. Does it mean something?” 
 
    Thad clenched his mouth shut to avoid laughing. “I’m trying to look mad as hell. Stop it.” 
 
    “Yes, we are very angry. I forgot the plan,” Mast said. 
 
    Thad burst out laughing. 
 
    Ike stopped, stared, and then spat on the ground. When he turned, there was real hate in his movements. He strode straight to a row of lockers on the side of a prefabricated building. He cursed as he spun the combination. After several attempts, he punched it. 
 
    “I think that worked. Are your people in place?” Thaddeus asked. “What is he doing at that locker?” 
 
    “The children of Ungwilook are even more rightly ignored than the adults,” Mast said. “Did I say that correctly this time?” 
 
    “Depends on what you mean. I think you missed in this context. Let’s see where Ike goes,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “He will not go to the ship,” Mast predicted. 
 
    Thaddeus nodded. “You’re right. Eventually he will, but not now.” 
 
    They moved forward as Mast talked on a simple handheld radio. Before they released Ike, he had equipped a dozen neighborhood children with matching devices and explained they were to follow Ike and not be seen. Unglok children were as small and nimble as the adults were tall bone-racks. 
 
    “There is one thing I hope he does not do,” Mast said. 
 
    “Relax, Mast. I know how his type thinks,” Thad said. 
 
    “What if he gets paid a bonus to take out the Sheriff of Darklanding, and very badly murder the deputy also-ly, before he starts his strike. What is a strike, exactly? Mast is so confused.” 
 
    Thaddeus's hand went to his gun. In a flash, he understood his plan was simplistic and fatally flawed. Ike's job would be easier without law and order. “I don't think he has it in him. He's a bully, not an assassin.” 
 
    “You do not sound very firmly certain of your conclusion,” Mast said as he watched Ike yank open the locker and pull something out. 
 
    Ike grabbed a blaster and shook it free of the holster. “Lawman!” He marched forward, gun at his side, fire in his eyes. “You don't know who I am or who my family is, but you're gonna learn.” 
 
    “Mast, move over to his flank.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea? Please define flank? It is different from the flank on a steak, I must assume.” 
 
    Thad pointed with his non-gun hand. “Take cover at the corner of that building.” He stepped into the street, his long fire coat hanging open, brushing it back on his right side for easier access to his blaster. “Gunfights should always happen from a position of cover and concealment with the option to shoot and move.”  
 
    This situation was as outside his comfort zone as it was unavoidable. 
 
    Ike's anger transformed into surprise, something Thaddeus had seen many times in men realizing they'd made a bad decision in anger. His eyes flashed to Thad’s, widening as he yanked his own weapon free of the holster. 
 
    Thaddeus drew and fired twice from the hip as Ike’s blaster roared. The muzzle flash looked bigger than the sun and impossibly close at the same time. He flinched, staggered, and realized he’d been struck in the shoulder or arm by a single blast. The impact felt like a hammer but now he wasn’t sure if he’d been hit. 
 
    “I’m going after him. He’s heading away from the spaceport,” Thaddeus grunted into the radio channel he shared with Mast. 
 
    Ike bolted into the alleyway, his long coat flapping behind him as he pumped his arms and legs for more speed. Injured animals ran like that, Thad thought. As a boy, he’d been hunting with his uncle and watched a buck bolt into the woods when the arrow struck. The speed and power of the animal had been incredible despite the mortal wound. 
 
    He doesn’t look hurt, Thaddeus thought. His legs felt heavy and his left arm could be made of out either stone or a soggy bundle of ropes with no nerve endings. “Get it together, Fry man!” He gritted his teeth against the pain and ran on. 
 
    He struck his left arm with the barrel of his blaster, glancing at the source of his growing pain. If there was blood, it was lost in the fabric of the sleeve and shadows of the buildings. 
 
    Every street held groups of men and women wandering away from the morning conflict. Snatches of confused conversation buffeted Thad as he ran by them. Anger, confusion, and discontent seemed to be the order of the day. 
 
    He saw Ike cross a street and duck into another alleyway. For three long blocks, he pursued his quarry. Somewhere along the way, he holstered his blaster and pressed his palm to the wound on his upper left arm, wincing in pain and wondering why there wasn’t more blood. 
 
    A young woman appeared from one of the prefabricated doorways a dozen meters ahead of him. 
 
    “Where’s your pig?” she asked as he jogged past her. 
 
    “Go inside. It’s dangerous out here,” he said, instantly realizing the doorway she had popped out of wasn’t hers. The strange girl was on the move. She had probably been running parallel to his pursuit of Ike. 
 
    She appeared again on the next block, and the one after that, always a bit ahead of him. 
 
    Well, she hasn’t been in a gunfight. She should be faster than I am, Thad thought, odd that he wondered what she was up to. 
 
    Ike staggered straight down a deserted street. This seemed like a good place for Thad to finish the fight, but the man ducked around the corner. 
 
    The girl, behind Thad this time, caught up to him and walked quickly at his side, emphasizing how slowly he was now running. Gasping for breath. Breathing. Sweating like a boot camp recruit. 
 
    “Who are you?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    “Told you I’m Ruby Miranda,” she said. “Ike’s my brother.” 
 
    Thaddeus stopped and stared at the sky. 
 
    “Black sheep of the family,” she said. 
 
    “You or him?” 
 
    “Him, of course! How could you even ask that?” She smiled mischievously. “We kind of hate each other more than you think we would. He was disinherited a long time ago. Me, only recently.” 
 
    “Great. That’s fantastic,” Thaddeus said, leaning on his hands to catch his breath. “You don’t seem to be doing bad. I’m not sure why you’re working for Dixie. You obviously don’t need the money.” He waved a hand at her expensive safari outfit as he stood and moved toward the last place he’d seen Ike. 
 
    “Stolen. It is a ridiculous outfit, but more functional than what Dixie makes me wear. I like you, Sheriff Fry. I’m glad my brother hasn’t killed you,” she said, then pointed at a long building made of clear ceramic panels. “He didn’t go that way. He went through this greenhouse. See the blood?” 
 
    Thad abandoned the alleyway he thought Ike had slipped into and looked at the door. On the handle was a smear of blood. 
 
    “He’s a trickster. Don’t be fooled by the blood. He isn’t hurt as bad as he wants you to think he’s hurt,” she said. 
 
    “Why are you helping me?” Thad asked. 
 
    “I have my reasons. Besides, you’re cute for an old guy,” she said. 
 
    “Thanks. I think.” He almost doubled over in pain, panting as he attempted to regain control of himself. 
 
    She stepped forward and pulled his jacket open. 
 
    Blood stained the left side of his shirt to his waist despite the lack of a torso wound. “My father and uncles did military service. They didn’t have to.” 
 
    Thaddeus winced at the pain, controlling his breathing with effort. “That’s noble of them. Hope they enjoyed Officer Candidate’s School. Ike is getting away.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I doubt it. He’s probably watching us and trying to decide if he wants to come back and punch me in the face or escape.” 
 
    “You have a lovely family.” 
 
    She laughed as she pulled a cloth from a pocket of her trousers and wiped away blood from his chest, shoulder, and arm. “The wound is small, actually. Let me find it. There it is, right on your humerus.” 
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
    “Easy, tough guy,” she said. “My father did go to OCS. My uncle went enlisted for the experience.” 
 
    “At least now I know which of them is smarter,” Thad said, searching the buildings and alley openings for Ike. 
 
    “Ike tried to be like my uncle, but it didn’t work. He acted like a spoiled rich kid and things went sideways. He got into some things after his term of enlistment. Ran with a bad crowd. Got disowned. Right now, he is trying to earn his way back into the family’s good graces,” she said. 
 
    “Your family is more powerful than SagCon? Give me a break.” 
 
    “We’re part of it. SagCon is a big organization. Factions within factions, like any good interstellar government. I know. You think it’s just a corporation,” she said. She finished tying her bandana over the wound. “There. The blaster doesn’t use a slug, so you’re lucky on that point. It also sears the wound shut if you don’t charge all over the place pulling the flesh apart. This isn’t a tourniquet, just a pressure bandage. Don’t go too long before getting real medical attention.” 
 
    “You talk like a combat medic and sound like a runaway kid. You and I are going to have a sit-down talk when this is over,” he said. 
 
    “If I stay on Ungwilook,” she said. 
 
    Thaddeus opened the door leading into the long greenhouse. Several of the lights were out, either missing or smashed. He looked back at Ruby. 
 
    “I’m not going in there,” she said. She shrugged. “Allergies.” 
 
    “Good. Go back to the Mother Lode.” 
 
    “Yes, dad.” 
 
    He shook his head. “We’re going to have a talk.” 
 
    She walked away, quickly disappearing as he was partway into the humid building already. His arm throbbed as he moved carefully forward, eventually emerging on the next block. From time to time, he spotted a drop of blood. 
 
    “This is convenient,” he said as he knelt for a closer look. The dark red blotch was perfectly round, as though it had been dropped intentionally. The cold finger of danger tickled the back of his neck. He moved away from the blood evidence and looked for an attack. The street was quieter than he thought it should be, but no one burst from doorways or rooftops to kill him. 
 
    Thad slipped the data pad from his coat pocket and activated the radio patch application. “Mast, can I get a little help here?” 
 
    “Very muchly,” Mast said. “Andronik says he can see you and you are looking the wrong way.” 
 
    “Roger.” Thad dropped his chin to his chest in frustration as soon as he said the word. 
 
    “Roger? What is a Roger?” 
 
    “It means yes, I understand.” 
 
    “Oh, then very muchly Roger on this end,” Mast said, almost giggling with the delight of learning an important new word. 
 
    Thad looked up the street and saw a lean Unglok child jumping up and down, waving his hands. “Sheriff Thaddeus Fry! Over here! Muchly here!” 
 
    Thad walked to him, pushed his arms down, and motioned with the palm of his left hand to be calm. “Listen, Andronik, don't ever say ‘muchly’ again.” 
 
    Tears rimmed Andronik's eyes and his ears quivered. “Do you still want to find the bad man?” 
 
    “Yes, Andronik. I do.” He cursed himself inwardly at the incredible urge to say “muchly.” 
 
    The Unglok child pointed toward a row of purpose-built warehouses, but never took his dark amethyst eyes from Thad's face. “He went that way very…straightly.” 
 
    Thad patted the Unglok child on the head. “Very good, Andronik.” 
 
    Andronik's tears vanished. His eyes opened larger than seemed possible and his smile stretched disturbingly wide. He hopped up and down on his toes as he babbled in the Unglok language. 
 
    Thad held the data pad radio up and turned it on. “Mast, what does this mean?” 
 
    “Sheriff Thaddeus Fry! Please tell me you didn't pat him on the top of the head!” 
 
    Thad looked down at the child who was now staring up, blinking rapidly. “Um, stay here and watch the street.” 
 
    Andronik ran in a short circle, arms spread in the airplane pose. “Andronik will watch the street very much…” He froze in place and jerked his wide eyes toward Thaddeus. 
 
    Thaddeus laughed. The sound was a bit hysterical, but it was a laugh. “Better, Andronik. Just…watch the street and stop running around.” 
 
    “How will the grownups know I'm a child if I stomp like this?” Andronik perfectly imitated the plodding step of an adult Unglok. 
 
    Ungloks and humans turned onto the street to go about their normal business. Thad felt like he had wasted too much time on the excitable kid and lost Ike. 
 
    “Oh, no. He's in the third warehouse where he always goes,” Andronik said. 
 
    Thad froze, staring at the child. “Did you just…?” 
 
    Andronik shook his head emphatically without blinking or cracking a smile. 
 
    “Okay. Stay here. Or go home or whatever. Just don't follow me.” 
 
    Andronik started running around acting like an Unglok child. Several others joined him. 
 
    All the warehouses looked the same. The only difference Thad could see was the amount of wear and tear leading to the large cargo doors of each building. The third warehouse looked dark. Broken windows decorated the top level. Birds—he hoped—burst from the openings and whirred away in an expanding cloud of small wings. 
 
    He approached from the side of the building, wishing he had better cover and concealment. A full tactical team and an evacuation plan would be nice. It is what it is, he thought. 
 
    Pain ached in his arm. He wanted a drink. Thoughts of Shaunte, Dixie, and his ex-wives circled his brain.  
 
    The warehouse, like all the others, was fronted with a loading dock capable of receiving large pallets of exotic minerals or heavy equipment. The closer he came to it, the more it seemed to loom above him. He hurried to the stairs at one end and sprinted onto the platform. 
 
    Ike's footprints and a drop of blood pointed the way like a sign. 
 
    He's already tried to kill me. His sister says he's clever and mean, Thaddeus thought. He approached a window and looked inside without sticking his entire face into view. With his off-hand, he shaded the window, but was still unable to see far inside. 
 
    Next to the bank of industrial-sized double-doors was a personnel access point, like a regular door except in better condition. The big doors were normally open. Workers usually went that way. 
 
    He didn't see footprints here, but weather had cleared this section of the landing of dust, more or less. The handle turned easily. He pushed the door open and stepped back, gripping his gun with both hands and raising it into a low ready position. 
 
    Two seconds later, he rushed through and moved to the left of the door, sweeping the barrel of his blaster across the massive room but didn’t see Ike. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN: Ladies and Dog 
 
    Dixie slid off the barstool and placed her hands on her hips, one leg delightfully exposed if she did say so herself—and she did, often—and her hair perfectly mangled. “Where have you been, little miss-behavin’?” Dixie asked the new girl as she straggled into the Mother Lode. To her immense satisfaction, more than half the patrons paused with their small, carefully measured shot glasses half way to their mouths to watch the confrontation. 
 
    “Why, Miss Dixie, Darklanding is so big I got lost,” Ruby said. 
 
    “Have you seen the sheriff?” 
 
    Ruby nodded. 
 
    Dixie crossed the room and looked down on her, standing so close she was breathing the upstart girl's air. “Now's not the time to hold out on me. Spill it, child.” 
 
    Ruby looked up with innocent eyes. “He's helping Miss Shaunte with the workers going on strike.” 
 
    Dixie grabbed Ruby's shoulder without thinking. She looked around for someone to relieve the sudden feeling of dread. The wannabe drunks turned away. Even Maximus had his head down where he slept at the door to the kitchen. 
 
    “Why aren't you with the sheriff!” she accused the animal. 
 
    Maximus rolled his eyes and huffed, then moved lazily toward the front door. 
 
    “Stupid animal,” Dixie said. 
 
    “I thought you liked Maximus?” Ruby said. 
 
    “I love dogs, and cats. But I'm not sure that thing is either. Don't change the subject. Where is the sheriff?” 
 
    “Oh, would you like me to take you to him? I heard from Mast's kids where he is looking for Ike, who is going to try to kill him,” Ruby said. 
 
    Dixie grabbed her upper arm. “No more games, child. Take me there. And we better not be too late.” 
 
    Ruby pried her arm free, then carefully pushed back from Dixie so that her breasts were no longer looming in her face. “I think Sheriff Fry will get the drop on my brother. Not much we can do but watch.” 
 
    Dixie's mouth opened and closed but no words came out. A familiar and not very welcome voice came from the stairs. 
 
    “We can all go,” Shaunte said. 
 
    Dixie looked up. The Company Man was carrying two hunting rifles. 
 
    “Ruby Miranda, can you use one of these things?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    “Can you?” Ruby asked. 
 
    “My family owns three hunting reserves. It's been a while, but I learned to hunt with my father,” Shaunte said. Her official jumpsuit was like Ruby's safari gear in some ways, functional and tough. She had her hair tied back and wore a sturdy—and fashionable—pair of yellow-tinted shooting glasses. “Let's go.” 
 
    “Well, that would be grand, wouldn't it?” Dixie said. “Three little women going to save the Lone Ranger and his trusty sidekick.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Ruby asked. Shaunte also looked perplexed. 
 
    Defensive and unable to hide it, Dixie thrust her chin up. “I like to read. And watch old movies.” 
 
    Shaunte shook her head and led the way out of the Mother Lode. Maximus waited on the oversized front porch. He followed the three of them with his head bobbing side to side as he walked, tongue lolling like a dog and nostrils snorting like a wild pig. 
 
    Other pedestrians moved out of their way as the setting sun pierced the smog behind them, and a shuttle launched into space. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15: The Final Conflict 
 
    Calm down, Fry man, Thaddeus thought. This was the part he had to do alone. Mast was a good deputy, but he had no tactical training and his firearms skill didn't deserve the name. 
 
    Dust motes striped the center of the room, shifting lazily without a breeze to blow them away. The broken windows high above looked smaller from the inside. He moved as quietly as possible and hunkered down next to a piece of heavy equipment to give his eyes time to adjust. 
 
    Silence ruled. If Ike was in here, the man was smart enough to do the same thing Thad was doing. Charging in the door was necessary because he didn't want to be a target in that small space. Now that he was inside, he needed to slow down and use all his senses. 
 
    What was a sheriff supposed to do? He knew what the ground forces officer would do—hold what he had and relay information until a proper strike team could be assembled. In the minds of his past leaders, this would not be seen as a heroic effort to catch a criminal but rather a useless waste of resources. They would label him a rogue operator at best and insubordinate at worst. The low risk move would have been to surround the building and wait. At some point, Ike would have to come out. 
 
    But Thad didn’t have those kinds of resources.  
 
    He crouched low and moved to a new position, worried that he had not heard his quarry move. There wasn't much time for detailed analysis of his situation. His past was in the past, and now he was the Sheriff of Darklanding. Ike had tried to kill him and incite a labor riot. 
 
    Thaddeus had to bring him down. 
 
    A generator rumbled to life and shook the ceiling and walls of the enormous warehouse. Stacks of crates almost reached the ceiling. The aisles between them were wide enough for a large forklift or robot to move items. From his vantage point, there was no way to see them all. 
 
    He looked again to the windows, and wished he could see down on the maze of supplies and equipment. Mast or some of his spy children could provide an excellent over-watch. Thoughts of blaster ricochets taking out one of the little street rats caused him to rethink the idea. He took his hand away from the data pad radio and proceeded alone. 
 
    Every step was a struggle for him not to call orders to his squad leaders. Some habits were so ingrained that they would never leave him. With the familiar adrenaline rush of combat came memories of Centauri Prime and all the things he was trying to forget. 
 
    He moved faster. 
 
    Row after row proved empty. He darted through the open areas and crossed behind cover when he could find it. 
 
    “I see you, lawman.” 
 
    Thad froze, then turned slowly to look for his enemy. The voice felt like it was coming from ahead of him and maybe up on top of one of the stacks. He crossed to the other side of the aisle and waited. 
 
    “Do you know what's nice, lawman? Night vision optics. I bet you know all about those from your training. I'm kind of disappointed a hard-charging veteran like you didn't come better prepared.” 
 
    Moving heel to toe, Thaddeus stepped forward. Ike talked as though he knew where Thad was. That had to change. 
 
    “Keep talking, Ike. You have a face for radio.” 
 
    Ike laughed. “That's good. I'm not trying to hide from you. Not anymore. Come to the sound of my voice and see what happens.” 
 
    Thaddeus slipped into the next aisle, and kept his gun pointed forward. Despite his training and experience, it was tempting to aim as though his enemy would appear at any second. He could raise the weapon from the low ready and fire off accurate rounds all day long, but not if he exhausted his shoulders and arms needlessly. 
 
    The sheriff didn’t know how long this would keep up. 
 
    Ike kept talking and Thaddeus kept moving closer. One of the large cargo doors slid to the ceiling, surprising them both. 
 
    Thaddeus cursed. 
 
    Ike laughed from his hiding place. “You almost got me, lawman. Didn't realize you were that close. Who the hell do you think is crashing our party?” 
 
    Thaddeus climbed onto a front loader and looked toward the open door. Sunlight streamed in. The industrial smell of Darklanding filled his senses. The gloomy sun shimmered behind the distinctive silhouettes of three women. 
 
    He climbed down and put his back to one of the stacks. “Not helpful.” 
 
    Something wet rubbed against his hand and he looked down to see Maximus staring at him. “Did you bring them?” 
 
    The sturdy animal continued staring, momentarily out of its complex and confusing expressions. Thad scratched behind its ears and stepped past it. He saw where Ike was now. The man sat in one of the mech suits, a frame that walked on two legs and had hands like giant rubberized pinchers. 
 
    “Why don't you tell your girlfriends to get out of here before someone gets hurt,” Ike said. “I know how to use this thing.” 
 
    Shaunte, Dixie, and Ruby walked into the aisle and stood across it like three action heroes. Thad didn't know if he wanted to applaud their audacity or curse them for exposing themselves to Ike's weapons. 
 
    Shaunte took a short step forward. “That's a forklift, Ike. Just climb out of it and turn yourself into the sheriff.” 
 
    Ike punched several buttons on the metal giant and it roared to life. Powerful floodlights shined in their faces, the effect only slightly diminished by the struggling daylight of pre-dusk. 
 
    Thaddeus moved forward and placed himself at a slight angle to the freight mover, estimating that it wouldn't be nimble in that direction. “He still has a blaster.” 
 
    Shaunte answered without looking away from Ike and his machine. “I see it. It's in a holster by his leg.” 
 
    Ruby stepped forward, touching Shaunte on the arm as she passed by. She looked up at the machine and the driver. Thaddeus's heart beat faster as the cold burn of adrenaline surged through him. 
 
    “We had our differences, Ike, but I want you to come down and talk to me just this once,” Ruby said. 
 
    Ike grunted an unintelligible curse and stomped down with the foot of the mechanized forklift. Ruby held her ground, barely flinching at the impact five meters in front of her. The machine was more than twice her height and weighed several tons. 
 
    Thaddeus moved closer to Ruby, not wanting to give up the angle he had chosen but also not wanting to leave her exposed and alone if Ike decided to rush forward. He didn't think they were very fast, but a mistake would be fatal. 
 
    “You don't have to do this. Let me handle him,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    Ruby looked at him. “My family disowned me, and they disowned him too. He's ten years older than me and we never got along back before he left. But I still have to try. Do you have any idea what it's like to be completely on your own?” 
 
    Ike thrust the controls forward on the mech and marched forward. 
 
    Thad shoved Ruby toward Shaunte and Dixie, whirling to aim his blaster at the advancing machine. The shot was at an odd angle. The mech was made for lifting boxes not fighting against modern weapons. There was no armor to speak of, but there was enough bulky metal framework to disrupt anything but a well-placed shot. 
 
    “Stop right there, Ike!” 
 
    “I told you to get rid of them!” 
 
    “I've got to take you in, Ike.” 
 
    Ike made the machine stomp its foot. “You don't understand, lawman. This has gone too far. The miners and dockworkers and all the people that make this place work have lost faith in that woman. And not all of it was even my fault. This place was broken before I got here.” 
 
    He backed the machine up and revved the engine. 
 
    “Maybe you're right, but I doubt it. I've been down there during a mining collapse. Have you? These people came out here to work. None of them are angels. Half of them probably have warrants or some other fugitive status. You bought them some drinks. That's all.” 
 
    “I'm their friend!” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    Maximus barked. 
 
    Ike charged forward. Ruby grabbed Dixie and pushed her out of the way. Thaddeus dived at Shaunte and tackled her as she was starting to say something. They rolled to one side as the huge machine thundered forward. 
 
    Thad ran after the machine. It plowed through the open bay door and put on the brakes to stop before going off the edge of the loading platform. The bulky metal feet and legs went up on tiptoes as Ike made the arms wheel backwards to keep from over-balancing. One fist smashing an awning during the wild gyrations. 
 
    Thad jumped and landed on the machine’s back. He climbed into the cockpit carrier and grabbed Ike by the back of his head, slamming his face into the control panel. Blood spattered the controls and he thought he saw a tooth fly out. 
 
    With his left hand, he yanked the emergency cutoff switch and the machine went quiet. He returned his attention to Ike and wrestled him backward, putting him in a chokehold. “Don't fight me, Ike. I could've killed you. That's what I planned to do. Consider this just a happy accident on your part.” 
 
    “Don't think I'll return the favor! I'll kill you first chance I get. Where do you think I learned to drive one of these things? I've done some hard labor in some hard places. I'm not going back.” 
 
    Thad applied pressure until Ike started to mumble and eventually quit talking altogether. “Are you better now?” 
 
    Ike made a sound that could've been agreement or compliance. Thad released some of the pressure. He waited until his prisoner spoke. 
 
    “It doesn't matter, lawman.” Ike's voice sounded tired. “The damage has been done. SagCon will need to hire a team of negotiators and probably three companies of Marines to get this place back in order. The Company Man will need a miracle to put things right.” 
 
    “I think she's up to it,” Thad said. He brought Ike down from the machine and patted him down for hidden weapons. With quick, practiced movements, he handcuffed him. 
 
    Ike glared at his little sister. “Keep her away from me. I don't want to talk to her.” 
 
    Thaddeus nodded to Dixie, who took Ruby's arm and led her away. The girl, for all her tough exterior, had tears in her eyes. Thad leaned close to Ike. “She came a long way to find you. Don't ask me why.” 
 
    “She probably needs money. Aren't you going to read me my rights or something?” 
 
    Thaddeus thought about it. “My memory is a little fuzzy on the details, but I think those rights only apply for custodial interviews. You're in custody, but I don’t really have anything to ask you. Maybe we'll get around to all that later. Meanwhile, I gotta get you locked down someplace.” 
 
    “What's the chow like in your jail?” 
 
    Thaddeus rubbed his chin. “My deputy is an Unglok. Not really sure what he will make.”  
 
    The sheriff had no energy left to celebrate Ike’s capture. Thad’s shoulder started to throb, and blood dripped past the bandage Ruby had put in place. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN: Manager of the Year 
 
    Shaunte Plastes had never appreciated her corner window. Located on the third floor of the Mother Lode, the only thing it showed her was a series of warehouses, workshops, and one empty field. There had been no reason to pay it any attention until Sheriff Thaddeus Fry arrived in Darklanding. Yesterday, she had been ready to have him run off the planet. Now the thought of him and her current situation, and they added to the warmth of the vodka as it went down. 
 
    She realized she was proud of her actions during the mining collapse. Thinking of the financial ramifications of paying the overtime out of her own income was painful, but she had gone down into the mine and taken charge. Would her father have done that? Could he have done that? She doubted anybody at SagCon would have even considered the possibility. 
 
    Three stories below, across the street, and in the center of the vacant lot, a heavy tractor tire slammed to the ground. She smiled over the top of her glass as she watched dust rise around Thaddeus Fry. He had his hands on his hips as he caught his breath. He flexed his shoulder against the wound. Then pressed a hand against it as if the bleeding had started anew. 
 
    Maximus, the thing that was not quite a dog or a pig, sat near the other tires where they were stacked haphazardly at the corner. Mast Jotham drew his blaster over and over and pointed it into the corner. She wasn't quite sure what he was doing but assumed it was something to do with learning to shoot. Except he never did any shooting. 
 
    Dixie walked down the street, her skirt reaching her ankles in the back but only her knees in the front. It seemed as though she had three extra layers of frills around everything. Nothing about the recent events had added to her income, yet she seemed to come out of it better than everyone. None of her new wealth, however, had been spent on adding to her blouse’s ability to cover her chest. It still pulled in all the wrong places and pushed everything up. 
 
    Shaunte didn't see Ruby Miranda but knew she was around. She wanted to make the girl a hostess or a bartender, but also wanted to avoid getting involved in Pierre or Dixie's business. 
 
    Ike and all the crew on his ship were now in custody of SagCon security forces. Thaddeus hadn’t liked that, but he came around. 
 
    She watched him flip the tire again, and then again, and third time in rapid succession. He stopped and bent over, holding his shoulder. Still, he seemed to be getting faster and stronger. Why he needed to strengthen himself was a mystery to Shaunte, since he had been more than able to handle everything Darklanding had thrown at him so far. As soon as she thought it, she regretted jinxing him. As she watched, she realized there was a lot more to his routine than met the eye. He had his demons, and was currently beating the crap out of them and pretending they were a tractor tire. 
 
    With a lazy smile spread across her face, and a drink in one hand, she backed away from the window and returned to her desk. She tripped but caught herself easily. It had been a small step reluctantly made. Not long ago, she hadn't cared about the window, but now she could stand there for a long time looking out of it. 
 
    She kicked off her shoes and walked barefoot to her desk. Paper composite documents and digital tablets formed a complex pattern on the wood-grained surface. She had spread them out like poker cards when the results of her recent acquisitions and sales came in. She understood Ike was not behind the attempted labor crisis. Maybe the people at SagCon would figure out who the culprits were, or maybe they would protect themselves since they probably were responsible. Either way, part of their plan had been to drive up the price of exotic materials coming from Darklanding. 
 
    She hadn't been too stunned by the events to think clearly. The moment that Ike was in custody and she had calmed her workers down, she brokered several large sales. In secret, in a warehouse that not even Thad or Pierre knew about, she brokered another deal with a select group of trusted miners and general workers in Darklanding. Without authority from SagCon, she negotiated a new deal. The tricky part had been explaining that this was not a result of the strike or anything that Ike and his people had done, but because she had faith in the workers…even those who had strayed from what was right. She took a chance on their loyalty and offered them a bonus if profits exceeded a certain level. 
 
    It could be a horrible precedent that she might regret. Or not. 
 
    The Ungloks got their own deal. That was going to be the most interesting part of this brave new era. Maybe she should have consulted Sheriff Thaddeus Fry, or her father, or almost anyone, but she hadn't. 
 
    This was all on her. 
 
      
 
    End of Episode 2. 
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    CHAPTER ONE: Her Name is Dixie 
 
    Thaddeus Fry saw the stranger before anyone else. Even if he wasn’t the sheriff of Darklanding, he would have noticed the out-of-place man. As the sheriff, the clue phone was ringing off the hook, and he picked it up like a professional sleuth. 
 
    First, the man’s rugged jumpsuit actually fit and had been pressed. Given his size, this was no small endeavor. Thad knew military grade carbon-weave when he saw it. Shined boots, well organized tactical kit, and gloves tucked in his belt—the man had seen real training somewhere. The SagCon Special Investigator stripe was the same color as the smoke-colored jumpsuit. 
 
    Second, the bullnecked man stepped to one side of the door after entering and surveyed the terrain—demonstrating unusually high situational awareness. The stranger narrowed his gaze at a few patrons, possibly making a mental note or perhaps wondering if he had made a mistake coming to the Wilok system. Moments later, just before the people in the room took notice—Thad was learning to predict such moments by the mood in the room or the lull in the conversations—the stranger walked toward Thad. 
 
    “Same as always,” Thad said as he pushed his empty shot glass toward Pierre. 
 
    “Set out another whiskey in ninety-three seconds,” Pierre and Dixie said in unison. 
 
    She shoved Pierre’s arm in frustration for reasons Thad neither understood nor wanted to understand. He took one step away from his barstool. If there was going to be a fight, or something worse like the serving of a class-action lawsuit from his ex-wives, he wanted room to maneuver. 
 
    At the same time, he acted unconcerned—as though he’d been expecting the man from SagCon. 
 
    Dixie took one look at the well-dressed brute and turned away with her chin held high. 
 
    The stranger—thick-jawed, broad-shouldered, and generally massive—stopped and stared at her naked shoulders and tight corset that accentuated her ample hips. He started to say something, then realized he couldn’t speak. A moment later, he was blushing and looking away from Dixie’s hourglass form.  
 
    His thinning hair was dark around the sides of his scalp. Body hair curled up on the other places that showed—neck and knuckles mostly. He smiled as he returned a furtive gaze in Dixie’s direction.  
 
    Thaddeus approached the man. Warily he stood back more than an arm’s length. “Can I help you?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    “You’re Sheriff Fry?” His voice was as deep as Thad expected and his bluntness reminded Thad of an agricultural worker or a rancher. 
 
    “I am,” Thad said before pointing with a tip of his chin. “And her name is Dixie. “Who might you be?”  
 
    Out of the corner of his vision, Thad saw Ruby start down the stairs, stop, eyes going wide, and then turn back the instant she saw the SagCon stranger. A door slammed upstairs. 
 
    “Special Investigator Michael Hammer. Friends call me Sledge.” 
 
    “I see,” Thaddeus said, cocking his head as he contemplated why an investigator was sent now, when the Company never bothered sending one to investigate the murder of Thad’s predecessor. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Is the Company Man in residence? Have to admit, this feels like a wild goose chase or a practical joke. Ha, ha, everyone laugh at the SagCon SI.” His voice rumbled with good-humored confidence. Thad couldn’t help but smile. He’d had the same thoughts. 
 
    “She’s busy. Unless you have an appointment, which you don’t,” Pierre said, wiping down the bar and talking without looking at the SI. “Do you have a place to stay, stranger? I think we might have one room left.” 
 
    Sledge studied Pierre and seemed to ponder the information, then met Thad’s eyes. 
 
    Thad shrugged and raised one eyebrow as he looked at Pierre. He knew there was more than one room remaining, but Pierre would jack the price up for the unwary SagCon employee.  
 
    Sledge put his fists on his hips. “The Company Man is a she?” 
 
    Dixie swiveled her stool around, shoulders back and cleavage aimed at the newcomer like a weapon. “Is there a problem with that? You have something against women?” 
 
    “No, madam. Not at all. Love ‘em, in fact,” Sledge said. 
 
    “But not if they have real power and influence?” Dixie said, clapping her hands together, a movement that had the effect of pushing her breasts together. “You should learn to think before you speak, Special Investigator Michael Hammer.” 
 
    “Call me Sledge.” 
 
    “Humph.” She slid off the stool and walked away, starting to work the tables with cheerful greetings and an extra swing of her hips. She checked on her girls and took drinks from them. “Chelsie, you know my policy on drinking with guests.” 
 
    “But, Dixie…” 
 
    Thad slid onto his stool and reached for the glass Pierre pushed toward him. 
 
    “I sure would like one of those,” Sledge said. 
 
    “You have an expense account with SagCon?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do.” 
 
    Pierre poured a drink that was probably as sour as his expression and handed it to the big SI. “We have rules here at the Mother Lode.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Sledge said. He tossed back his drink and watched Dixie’s progress around the room. 
 
    Thad nursed his whiskey and curbed his jealousy of the SagCon special investigator and his expense account. Dixie eventually made her way back to her usual place near Pierre at the bar, ignoring Sledge and Thad.  
 
    Ruby never returned from upstairs. She was either hiding or had climbed out a window. 
 
    “None of my business,” Thad said without thinking. 
 
    “Pardon?” Sledge asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” Thad pushed the empty glass back to Pierre, then scanned the chip in his wrist to pay for his drinks. He faced Sledge. “You never told me why you’re here.” 
 
    Sledge rubbed his chin. “Pissed off my boss, I think. My predecessor came this way quite a bit ago, or he turned in travel expenses to that effect. Lot of fugitives in Darklanding.” 
 
    “Dangerous fugitives?” Thad asked curiously. He already knew most of the people in Darklanding and none of them caused him too much concern. 
 
    Special Investigator Michael “Sledge” Hammer laughed. “Not really. I’ll let you know if I need help.”  
 
    He didn’t come across as being arrogant or overconfident, only resigned with a less-than-challenging mission.  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    The red light of dawn painted the canyons of Ungwilook, driving the shadowy twin moons from the sky and welcoming the industrious activity of desert creatures. Cold morning dew coated fields of wildflowers in the shadows of high cliffs. Shallow rivers, pink in the morning light, twisted across the landscape where animals came to drink. A surprising diversity of birds and other creatures sang to each other. 
 
    A mag-rail train belonging to EMC-S (Exotic Mineral Corporation - SagCon) shot down a steep mountain at fantastic speeds. Four hundred titanium-walled boxcars were pulled by a front engine and pushed by a rear engine. The arrangement was maximized efficiency, relying on gravity to initiate the launch. Both the mines and the spaceport at Darklanding were higher than this desert corridor. Either place could launch or receive the bullet train. 
 
    A sonic boom rippled behind the freight train and water sprayed up from the lazy river, momentarily flattening fields of flowers. Nothing taller than scrub grass grew within a kilometer of the rail system. It moved like a projectile fired from an ancient gun, completely out of control if not for the industrial-strength monorail the cars glided upon. The fore and aft engines were needed only for the brief climb at the end of the journey or to stop in case of emergency—most of their mechanical mass was brakes. 
 
    A pair of airships lifted from the top of the mesa and turned toward the canyon. Heat contrails followed their engines as they accelerated to catch up with their quarry. Neither ship was new, and neither ship bore identifying numbers. Exaggerated white skulls were painted on the nose of the identical craft with the pockmarked damage of small-arms blaster fire decorating the areas around the side doors. 
 
    The two ships reached the end of the train and separated. One crept over the train’s tail, slowly advancing to what looked like a predetermined point. The other airship punched its afterburners and fought to reach the front engine of the EMC-S material transport locomotive. When it arrived, the two ships hovered as though following a plan and then carefully descended until the side doors were only a meter off the top of the train. 
 
    Twelve humanoid shapes wearing armor with magnetic boots and tightly gripping long blasters dropped from each airship. Rather than accelerate, the short-winged craft slowly decreased speed so that each individual was dropped a meter from each other. When all shapes descended, twenty-four in total, the two craft veered away and established a pursuit vector. 
 
    The breaching teams knelt and pressed sticky bundles of explosives on the ceilings of the two engines. Using hand signals, they motioned their teams to back up and form security rings. The heavily-armed raiders formed a perimeter, facing outward with their weapons ready and every sensor on alert. The chances of them being attacked at this point in the operation were nonexistent. Even if a rival or a regulatory enforcement agency wanted to stop them, the train was moving too fast and was impossible to access without highly skilled dropship teams.  
 
    The commander of these operators had to know there was no one else on the planet able to do what they were doing now. 
 
    One of the armored humanoids lost his balance and was nearly carried away by the wind. The strong magnetic force of his boot soles saved him, but looked painful as his knee twisted against the immovable position. The entire team held steady and waited for him to correct himself. 
 
    They could probably communicate through their helmet radios, but didn’t seem to rely on words. Professionals at this level didn’t need to talk. A comparable military squad would have run the drill dozens of times before executing it.  
 
    The breaching charges blew holes in the fore and aft engine cars and the two twelve-man teams descended quickly. What they did inside the engines was difficult to determine from such a great distance. 
 
    Whatever it was, it didn’t take long. 
 
    The teams emerged and were scooped up by the airships. 
 
    The mag-rail train, which had never failed in the history of the mining operation, shuddered and twisted. For a fraction of a second it seemed to accelerate, then twisted violently on the rail and flew apart. Hundreds of the titanium-walled boxcars twisted and collided with each other as they slammed into the floor of the canyon. 
 
    Ryan G. Gulliver stepped back from his telescopic camera in shock. “So much for my postcard business,” he mumbled. 
 
    Thinking quickly, he put one hand over the lens to protect it from multiple shockwaves crossing the high desert terrain. The morning air was cold and it buffeted him, blowing back his slightly long sandy hair and forcing him to widen his stance to avoid being knocked over. 
 
    He looked for the airships but could not find them. He wasn’t even sure where they had come from. He did a quick review of what his camera had captured. The images were shaky and full of debris flying into the air as the train came apart. 
 
    “Amanda, come in,” he said as he held his radio as close to his mouth as possible. 
 
    “Ryan, what are you doing on the channel this early?” a female voice asked. “What’s going on out there? It sounds like there was an earthquake.” 
 
    Ryan struggled to catch his breath. Debris continued to rain from the sky. The entire scene before him was a churning cloud of dust for several kilometers. “There’s been a train derailment. We need to get some teams ready. How many trucks do we have on the up-line?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Amanda asked. 
 
    Ryan shook his head in frustration without even feeling ridiculous that no one could see him. “There are exotic and non-exotic minerals scattered all the way across the canyon. We need to start gathering up what we can. This could be the opportunity of a lifetime.” 
 
    Amanda laughed softly over the radio channel. “Who do you think’s going to clean this mess up? Everyone knows how valuable it is, but it’s not like this has ever happened before. Do you think there will be looters with the ability to transport the exotics?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly what I think.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO: Twist of Fate 
 
    Shaunte sang a medley of her favorite pop songs as she prepared her hair in front of the holo-mirror. The device was the best thing she had purchased for over a year. She couldn’t believe how easy it was to address various angles and layers of her new look with the three-dimensional reflection. If her relative success at the mining collapse had put her in a more confident mood, the glowing report of the SagCon Board of Directors after the labor dispute had taken her straight to cloud nine. 
 
    She had not told them about her secret deal with the local human and Unglok miners, of course. 
 
    The arrangement cost her money, but the return on investment was astounding. She’d never made this kind of profit during her short career as the Company Man of Darklanding. Success was intoxicating. More than one of the board had asked what her secret was, and she had only smiled. 
 
    Hair completed, she finished dressing and strutted across the living room of her apartment. She did a little turn, did a little dance, and laughed in pure delight. Sunlight streamed in through the window of her corner office. She stopped for a second to make sure that her ego wasn’t running away with her. You know what they say, what have you done for me today? It is a new day with new challenges, at least I can be happy for now.  
 
    She crossed to the desk and boldly flipped on her computer display. What she saw didn’t even register for several seconds. The melody on her lips stuttered to a halt and she faced the news in grim silence. 
 
    Images of a mag-rail train plowing into the red sand of the badlands between Darklanding and the upland mines filled the screen. The action sequence repeated in a loop. Numbers scrolled across the bottom of the display. She barely saw them, already having calculated the financial loss in her head. 
 
    Time passed slowly, like a dream. The tears that formed in the corner of her eyes were not for loss of money or company property, but for the obvious loss of life such a wreck must have caused. She bent to her keyboard, not trusting her voice to give commands, and hammered away with lightning precision. Reports pulled up. The manifest was a cascade of numbers and scientific names for minerals and gases. After several tense moments, she confirmed the train was automated. 
 
    No one had been on it. 
 
    When she had seen the video of the train robbers cutting holes in the fore and aft engines, she had imagined them murdering the crew. Then she imagined everyone dying when the kilometer-long train broke up and slammed into the floor of the desert valley at supersonic speeds. 
 
    No deaths. That was a nice change. 
 
    On the video, multiple dust plumes reached for the sky and that was when she realized how much of Exotic A19 had been on board. One of thirty exotics unobtainable on Earth and similar terrestrial planets, Exotic A19 had the rare quality of being extremely fine dust. Once exposed to atmosphere, it was essentially worthless, turning for all practicable purposes into a gas-like particulate. 
 
    The video quality quickly degraded as the atmosphere in the valley was polluted by A19. 
 
    Wiping her eyes and straightening her blouse and slacks, she powered down the computer and closed the ultra-thin screen. She went to the window and saw the deteriorating air quality of the entire hemisphere with her own eyes.  
 
    Such events were not unknown, but none, to her knowledge, had ever been caused by an act of grand larceny or terrorism. Her mind was moving quickly. She never wanted to feel that kind of shock, but there it was. The mine collapse. An attack on a train.  
 
    For every high there is a comparable low, she thought as she sighed heavily.  
 
    There was no reason for a terror attack on Ungwilook. The motivation had to be theft. Which meant there had to be someone who thought they could salvage the spilled contents of the train and hide them until they could be sold. 
 
    Which was absolutely, completely impossible. The loot was scattered over several kilometers and no ship could fly on this planet without her authority. 
 
    Doubt flickered in the back of her mind. How strict had previous Company Men been? Were there shadow corporations or private armadas in the Wilok system? On the planet?  
 
    She tapped the panel on her desk. “Sheriff Fry, my office, right now.” 
 
    She sat in her chair, throwing her feet up on the desk but immediately realizing she was too restless for the posture. Sitting straighter, she swiveled several times in the chair, stopped, and began tapping her fingers on the desk. 
 
    The sheriff entered without knocking a short time later. Tall, broad-shouldered, and smelling like dirt and tractor tires, he was the same old Thaddeus Fry—rough and ready to go.  
 
    “Where’s the fire, Shaunte?” 
 
    “You won’t be smiling when I tell you what has happened,” she said. 
 
    He leaned against the door frame and waited for her to tell him. 
 
    “A train derailed in the middle of Transport Canyon.” 
 
    He looked at his fingernails. “Is that something the Sheriff of Darklanding normally handles?” 
 
    “Do you have something better to do?” Thoughts of secret company mergers and corporate sabotage flooded her imagination. Calling Fry in had been a mistake. She needed him as far away from this as possible until she understood what she was dealing with. “On second thought, forget about it. Go back to wrestling that thing you call a pet and hitting tires with wrenches.” 
 
    “Hammers,” he said. 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “You should come out and try it. I’m back to flipping the tires and found some old climbing ropes. Might help you relieve stress.” 
 
    She stared at him, clenching her teeth. “That will never happen.” 
 
    “It might.” 
 
    “A woman of my status doesn’t have time to play on the jungle gym!” 
 
    “Why am I here, Shaunte?” 
 
    She moved around the desk to face him. “I only wanted to inform you of the incident in case we see an increase in looted materials on the black market. That is against company policy and the law in Darklanding. Don’t allow it to happen.” She watched him through narrowed eyes as he studied her. She understood that he knew she wasn’t telling him the whole story.  
 
    Now wasn’t the time, but soon. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE: Mast Jotham 
 
    “I have already completed a spirit quest,” Mast protested. 
 
    Lingviat’s sour face didn’t change. He stared into Mast’s eyes. 
 
    Mast shifted uncomfortably under the pressure of Lingviat’s deliberate rudeness. He sensed the opening to the cave wall several hundred meters behind him. Dawn light struggled through the dirty haze that had arisen from the valley, then shyly peeked into the narrow corridor that descended at a slight decline from the cave opening. 
 
    Even with the pollution in the air, the atmosphere of the First Shrine brought him a measure of peace. If Lingviat would stop assaulting him with questions, Mast would be muchly relaxed. Oftentimes, he only needed to reach the First Shrine to find a year’s worth of inner balance. 
 
    Getting to the sacred place in the side of the Grand Mesa had taken him two days of careful climbing and hiking. Humans didn’t know and could never be allowed to know of the shrines where Ungloks made their annual pilgrimages.  Sheriff Thaddeus had been understanding and quickly granted him days off—with pay, if his words were to be greatly believed. 
 
    “I must return at the beginning of tomorrow or my human employees will be muchly curious of my whereabouts,” Mast said. 
 
    Lingviat snorted. “You spend too much time on them. You know too much and feel far too acutely. The spirit quest of which you speak was from your youth. It is time for you to make a greater sacrifice and bring your full value to the community.” 
 
    Mast felt his heart rate increase. Lingviat was not known for his mercy. A hard master, he had led their people since before the humans came with their machines and insatiable desire for exotic ores. He also spoke the human language better than Mast ever would and didn’t seem willing to let them know. With his masterful speaking, Lingviat could cross many bridges if he chose. 
 
    “I am not your concern.” Lingviat watched Mast closely.  
 
    A shiver ran up Mast’s spine. “You read my body language like a page of words.” 
 
    “I do,” Lingviat said. “It is simple and muchly easy.”  He used the misplaced adverb with heavy sarcasm. 
 
    Mast lowered his head. “You shame me.” 
 
    “There is no shame. You have truly been away too long if you have forgotten that fact,” Lingviat replied. 
 
    Mast folded his hands according to the ritual and did not respond. After a moment, he realized his mistake and said the words of acknowledgment, “Wilug-Kibem-Monolo.” It was a rote response, something he had fallen out of the habit of using in recent years. 
 
    “Why do you stall, Mast Jotham?” Lingviat asked. 
 
    Mast raised his head and looked the wise master in the eyes. “There has been some human tragedy in the lower canyon.” 
 
    “Yes, I see poison in the air. Perhaps it does not kill the humans. Would you be a foolish one and go into the dust cloud?” Lingviat cocked his head as he waited for an answer. 
 
    Mast looked down, thinking of humility in the hopes that he might be humble. “We face worst dangers in the mines.” 
 
    “But less often now, I think. You work for the sheriff above ground.” 
 
    Mast could not help himself. He raised his head and faced the wise one. “Yes, I do. If he needs me, then I will face the danger. He will not call me into the clouds if he knows what the dust does to our people. Whatever has happened, I must help.” 
 
    Lingviat smiled. “First, you must ascend the ladder of many trials.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Mast looked down into the vertical shaft. Eons ago, some force had cut this hole into the core of the earth. It was as straight and perfect as one of the humans’ railroad lines. No one pretended to understand where it came from. It was there, and had always been there. 
 
    At the lip of the vertical shaft was a ladder. Mast held a torch over the edge to see where it went. The bottom was far beyond the power of the flames. 
 
    Lingviat stood behind him, looking solemn. “You cannot carry the torch during the descent without burning yourself.” 
 
    Mast heard the words, but was not willing to admit they were true. After pondering what he could or could not do with a torch, he dropped it and watched it spiral down into nothing. He saw, as the torch tumbled, bits and pieces of the ladder which did not run perfectly straight. It spiraled around the wall of the shaft as it descended. 
 
    “How will I ever reach the bottom?” Mast asked. 
 
    “You won’t.” 
 
    “Then what am I looking for?” 
 
    Lingviat lifted his hands high enough that they could be seen in the thick, wide sleeves of his ceremonial robe. “Your spirit.” 
 
    “Could my spirit, perhaps, not be found right here?” Mast asked. 
 
    Lingviat lowered his hands and clasped them before his embroidered belt. His sleeves once again covered his hands. He said nothing. 
 
    Mast reached for the top rung and started to climb down the ladder, pausing once he was out of sight. “I am not muchly fond of this darkness.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR: Faker 
 
    This was the part of the job that Dixie hated most. Breaking in a new girl was always hard, especially if they had no prior experience. She stopped at the foot of the stairs and looked up toward the dormitory-style rooms where the girls stayed. She knew at least three were pretending to be sick to get out of working the floor. How many times had she told them being friendly was half of what brought people to the Mother Lode? Going upstairs was only for people who could afford it and whom she had screened. 
 
    The older she got, the more she wished that second part of it wasn’t so essential to business. Charm and beauty should be the most important things. And the ability to act. If the girls followed her instruction, they didn’t really have to do much of anything. 
 
    Who am I kidding, she thought. These dirty miners just wanted a warm body. Maybe one out of ten would want a little cuddle now and then and a chance to cry on a woman’s shoulder. 
 
    The automated piano in the corner suddenly seemed too loud and the smoke in the room became too thick. She lifted her skirt far enough to hurry up the stairs. If she had thought she was going to be making this trip so many times, she would’ve worn something less formfitting and maybe flats instead of heels. 
 
    Several doors closed when she reached the top of the stairs. No doubt the slackers had heard her coming. Sure enough, she heard a pathetic cough at the first door. At the next was theatrical moaning about throwing up. Others remained suspiciously quiet as though no one was inside. 
 
    Ruby’s door was locked. Dixie knocked three times. 
 
    “Come in, Miss Dixie,” Ruby said. Dixie wasn’t surprised that Ruby knew she was coming. 
 
    Dixie entered and closed the door behind her. Her eyes skimmed the room looking for any of the usual contraband—alcohol, narcotics, unauthorized food, or reading material not appropriate to their calling. The room was meticulously arranged, almost as though Ruby Miranda had a personal assistant to put things in order. 
 
    The girl sat at her three-mirrored makeup bureau braiding her hair. She wore the spaghetti string nighty that accentuated her shoulders and her slim physique. She possessed the lean muscularity of a gymnast. Dixie wasn’t sure why, but this bothered her more than any other mysterious fact about the young runaway. 
 
    “Are you going somewhere?” Dixie asked. 
 
    Ruby finished her braid and then turned on the swivel chair. “Why would you ask that?” 
 
    Her face was so innocent it almost fooled Dixie. But then she realized the act was too much. She wasn’t so young and innocent. The overgrown child probably stood to inherit more of a fortune than Miss Shaunte Plastes did. It made sense. Shaunte was working for a living while this girl was out gallivanting around the galaxy on some ill-conceived adventure. 
 
    “Drop the helpless street rat act. We both know you’re from money. If you’re not sick, you need to be working as a hostess downstairs. I’m already short three girls.” 
 
    “Would you like to check my temperature? It’s over a hundred.” 
 
    Dixie sighed with exasperation and looked around the room for some place to vent her frustration. 
 
    “I was braiding my hair so it wouldn’t get in the toilet when I needed to throw up,” Ruby said, not sounding sick. 
 
    Dixie crossed her arms and stared at the girl. 
 
    Ruby’s demeanor changed as she finished the braid. She seemed hesitant. Once, she glanced over her shoulder, but it was a shadow of movement, something most people would not notice. Dixie noticed. 
 
    “You better tell me straight, girl,” she said. 
 
    Ruby turned around on the chair with the sort of dignified grace that only came from high society charm school. She clasped her hands in her lap and met Dixie’s gaze. “There is a large, brutish man in the Mother Lode. I saw him from the top of the stairs. I can’t go down there.” 
 
    Dixie snorted a laugh. “The room is full of brutish men.” 
 
    Ruby held the silence just long enough to emphasize what she said next. “I think you know what I mean.” 
 
    Dixie dropped her arms and let out a long sigh, part exasperation and part relief. “I knew it. You’re in trouble. Big trouble. Darklanding is full of castoffs and runaways and fugitives, but no one gets a SagCon special investigator sent to round them up. What did you do?” 
 
    Ruby stood, back straight as a queen, and seemed to tower over Dixie even though she was much shorter. “There is a tradition in my family, established by my great grandfather. He was the blackest of black sheep, and disowned from all of our fortunes before he returned and took over everything. He spent most of his life doing the wrong things, and making the wrong people angry. He went on every possible adventure and took risks no sane person would even consider.” 
 
    Dixie backed away, stopping only when she felt the wall behind her. She put her palms on the paneling and took several deep breaths as she continued to watch the girl. 
 
    “I didn’t think your family was that rich, or was that family,” Dixie muttered. 
 
    Ruby was still talking, but Dixie could barely understand the words. As the madam of the Mother Lode, she’d seen a lot of people come through Darklanding, most of them dangerous. Yet, for the first time in her career, she was truly afraid. 
 
    Ruby stopped talking and considered Dixie for a moment. She walked forward with the smooth grace of a cat and stood very close. “I hope my secrets will not change anything between us.” 
 
    Dixie held her breath to control her galloping heartbeat and immediately realized that was the wrong way to get control of her body. When she spoke, she felt like a child addressing an adult. “No, Ruby. I don’t see how anyone should know about this.” 
 
    Ruby smiled, then reached up and put her small hand on Dixie’s cheek like they were the dearest of friends. “I suspect you will mostly forget about this conversation.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Special Investigator Michael “Sledge” Hammer had other places to be, other leads to track down, but could not bring himself to walk away from the Mother Lode. The other patrons ignored him, but he figured they respected his size and obvious readiness to do violence. No one bothered him, and a few even told him jokes. 
 
    He learned quite a bit about the new sheriff and recent events during his time at one of the card tables. Sheriff Thaddeus Fry didn’t seem to be a normal lawman. One of the first things he’d done in Darklanding was round up a bunch of miners and rush into a collapse to save people. Sledge wasn’t sure, but he was pretty certain that that was outside the normal job description for a town sheriff. 
 
    Sledge had done the job on other worlds before SagCon discovered his talent, and he found it tolerable work. People had mostly respected him, and he only had to crack heads once in a while. But that had been a long time ago. 
 
    He knew why he was loitering. His SI partner, before he ditched her, had been too full of energy and had always rushed about. He was a big man, like a mastiff or a draft horse. Big creatures like him had to conserve energy. His behavior looked a lot like patience or sloth, depending on who was making the judgement. 
 
    So he waited until he saw her at the top of the stairs. She wasn’t who he came for, he knew that. His job was of the highest priority and more dangerous than anything he’d done, and he knew that as well. But he was still a man, with a man’s needs, or so he reasoned. 
 
    Dixie was all aflutter with some sort of consternation. He wondered what had caused her to mess up her blonde hair and for her clothing to be in disarray. He spent some time looking at that clothing. Tight as it was, it pushed her curves in the right directions. Even though he’d only been there a short time, he considered himself an expert in the way she walked. 
 
    Something was different when she came down the stairs, and his protective instincts flared. He shoved them down, wondering why he would think she was in danger. She wasn’t the type to be bullied or manipulated. That was what he liked about her. 
 
    He waited until she was down the stairs and had done one full circuit of the room checking on her girls. Then he moved in, reaching the bar where she normally sat just as she lowered her perfect backside and crossed one leg over her knee and arched her spine. 
 
    “Buy you a drink?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Sledge pulled back an inch and looked at her again. “Why, Dixie, you wound me.” 
 
    She jerked her head at him, leading with her chin, and stared him down with her beautiful blue eyes. “Don’t act fancy.” 
 
    “Now that’s more like it. I’ve been trying for two days to get you to look at me.” He leaned on the bar, slightly flexing his bicep and chest as he did so. 
 
    “Not much to look at.” Dixie motioned for Pierre to bring a drink. The annoying man with his pencil-thin mustache stared at Sledge for several seconds before he went to fill the order. When he came back, he served it to Dixie without a word and did not inquire of Sledge’s needs. 
 
    I can wait her out, Sledge thought once he secured a drink from the passive-aggressive barkeep. He watched the crowd, listened to the music, and said nothing to Dixie despite the powerful attraction radiating from her. 
 
    A fight broke out. Sledge leaned back and held his drink a bit higher as the combatants crashed by him. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to do something?” Dixie asked. 
 
    Sledge shrugged. “I’m not the bouncer or the sheriff.” 
 
    “Well, that’s for certain,” she said. 
 
    The fight grew into a barroom brawl until Pierre pulled a large stun-gun from under the bar and aimed at the troublemakers. “Fight’s over. Settle down or get out before I call the sheriff.” 
 
    Sledge marveled at the sudden compliance to Pierre’s ultimatum. He sipped the watered-down whiskey Pierre had served him before the fight started. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Dixie asked. 
 
    Sledge turned toward her, leaning one massive forearm on the bar as he smiled his best smile. “Well, I am looking for a runaway. You might have seen her. She’s small, very fit, and stuck up like most ultra-rich brats.” 
 
    Dixie arched one eyebrow. “So you’re really just a babysitter.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Sledge said. “The job has some nice benefits.” 
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    “I get to look at you,” Sledge said. 
 
    “Please, Mister Hammer. Don’t embarrass yourself further. That is the worst pick-up line I have heard in years,” she said. 
 
    “Point taken.” He faced the crowd, leaning on the bar behind him with both elbows. “If you see this girl, let me know. She’s a pathological liar and a master manipulator.” 
 
    “We have plenty of those in my profession,” Dixie said. 
 
    “She’s also wanted for murder.” Sledge noticed that Dixie went as pale as a tipped-over wedding cake. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE: Above Ground 
 
    “Because I’m the foreman,” P.C. Dickles stated. He looked to the elevator he’d recently emerged from. With his left hand, he pulled a rag from the back pocket of his jumpsuit and wiped his face. The worn-out fabric came back filthy and greasy. For the first time in days, he was aware of his own body odor.  
 
    Every man and woman on his crew, and even the Ungloks, had reason to be proud. There had never been so many exotic materials pulled from this hole in the ground. 
 
    It was long past the end of his shift, but that didn’t mean he felt comfortable being above ground. There was work to be done and few people could motivate the men as he could. He even let them make fun of his name. 
 
    With a sigh, he faced the man on the other side of the window. “You do realize your office looks like a security booth, right? Forget I brought it up. I wouldn’t want you to come out here and get dirty.” 
 
    The man inside sat a little straighter behind his desk. “Well, thank you, that is very reasonable.” 
 
    “But when I tell you to send a message to the Company Man, I mean send it. We’ve been busting our humps to dig out ten times the ore extracted during the last quarter and now you’re telling me it has to sit there on the loading docks? Does the Company Man know? Is that why you won’t send my inquiry?” 
 
    A thin, reedy voice cut into the conversation. “P.C. Dickles, leave him alone. It’s not his fault.” 
 
    P.C. turned slowly, not because he was stiff, though he was, but because he despised dealing with Phango Kutter. No one on the planet liked the assayer. “Shouldn’t you be counting beans or something?” 
 
    Kutter was a short, thin, weaselly man with wire-rimmed glasses that had columns of green numbers running around inside the lenses. His jumpsuit had three stripes on his sleeves because he was service-class management. “You should be more respectful. Without me, all of your hard work would be meaningless. So congratulations, by the way. I have rarely seen this much ore come out of the mine, and the quality is exceptional. The amount of A19 is both impressive and disturbing.” 
 
    P.C. stared at him. “Thanks for the compliment. Now stay out of my business. I need to talk to the Company Man and find out why there are no trains to move this material. I don’t need your interference. Keep in mind you’re not the only assayer on the planet.” 
 
    “Incorrect,” Kutter said. 
 
    P.C., on the verge of turning his back to the man, froze. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Kutter looked around, smiling theatrically and enjoying the moment. Several of the other miners coming off shift were watching now. The clerk behind the window was positively horrified. “You know I could’ve been on that last shipment. You might be nicer to me if you realized how dangerous my job really is.” 
 
    P.C. wanted to punch the man in the face. “The transports are always sent supersonic, nearly twice supersonic. You’ll never ride a transport. The Company Man will never authorize a slow train. Slow trains get robbed. Why are you wasting my time with asinine nonsense? You want to see dangerous, come down into the mine and work for a day.” 
 
    “Calm down, Dickles. I’m not saying your job isn’t dangerous. My cousin over in insurance thinks you inflate things quite a bit, but that’s not what we’re talking about today. The reason we have mountains of ore and other common materials filling up the warehouse and loading bays is because there are no trains to move them. Well, technically there are, but it can’t get past the destruction of the first train. There’s been an accident, and an entire shipment was lost in the middle of Transport Canyon.” 
 
    P.C. stared at him dumbfounded. He shook off his surprise. “That’s the kind of talk that starts rumors. There hasn’t been a train derailment since…since ever.” 
 
    Kutter nodded with exaggerated solemnity. “I know. What if I had been on that one?” 
 
    P.C. blinked, then shook his head to clear the momentary confusion. He felt anger boiling inside of him, and almost welcomed it. With a quick step forward, he grabbed Kutter by the front of the shirt. 
 
    “You think this is funny? We’re dying down there to get these exotics out of the ground and now you’re playing games telling me that it all ended up dumped in the canyon,” P.C. growled. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Kutter said. “I am only explaining why the other assayers are gone from Ungwilook. Or at least that is why I think they are gone. This place is too dangerous. I’ve always been more rugged than my peers.” 
 
    P.C. let him go with a slight shove and brushed past him. He rushed across the transition area into a staging area covered with packed gravel. At first, it was only walking quickly, then jogging, then sprinting toward the plateau to the overlook. 
 
    He stopped with his toes on a ledge that dropped thousands of meters to the valley floor. Wind pulled at his filthy jumpsuit. His sweaty hair suddenly felt like ice and a shiver went down his spine. 
 
    There had been a few times he let himself relax and socialize with his peers. They had occasionally come here and sat with their feet dangling over the edge as they drank cheap beer. 
 
    He knew what the canyon should look like, twisting rivers and towering mesas above a highland desert landscape. He had always marveled that it was colder down there than it seemed. 
 
    The view of Transport Canyon was different today. A ghostly pallor hung over the area. Visibility was inconsistent at best and he knew exactly why. 
 
    He saw fragments of the massive titanium freight cars scattered for kilometers. Some were buried in the sides of rock formations; others had plowed deep furrows in pebbled riverbeds. Many looked as though they had suffered artillery strikes. But more than anything, the sky was filled with dust. 
 
    Something tightened in his gut. There had been a lot of A19 on those cars. The mineral was primarily used in extraterrestrial industries. It didn’t like interaction with oxygen. For humans, it was essentially harmless and useless when exposed to breathable air. For the Ungloks, it could be deadly. 
 
    His first thought, completely random and strange, was that someone wanted to keep the Ungloks out of the canyon. 
 
    He shook his head to clear the thought, then went back to the communication booth. “Send a new message to the Company Man. We need a security guard for the loading docks.” 
 
    The clerk nodded. “Lot of loot piled up until we get transportation figured out. Shall I ask her if she wants the mining stopped?” 
 
    “No. My crew needs their paychecks. We’re doing our jobs. You do yours,” P.C. added, frowning at the man. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX: A Man and His Dog 
 
    Thaddeus Fry, Sheriff of Darklanding, knew how to fly an airship. He had almost gone into the Air Force before choosing Ground Force. As much as he loved soaring above the surface of a planet, that wasn’t where the action was and wasn’t where he was needed. He compromised by getting cross-trained in terrestrial base vehicles. He thought he could fly a space vessel in a pinch, but would not want to take it very far. 
 
    The shuttle he’d commandeered was small and rickety. He was pretty sure there was original paint on it, but wouldn’t bet money on his ability to identify the rogue patches of color. It felt solid and all of the system checks were on the money. The engines started with some difficulty, but they started. The biggest problem, and also its greatest strength, was the small size of the cockpit. There wasn’t much room for anyone but him. He wasn’t feeling sociable and hadn’t invited anyone to join him. He didn’t want the company or the inane questions. 
 
    Maximus didn’t really count. He wasn’t in a chair, which was a huge safety violation. The dog-thing-pig wedged itself between his chair and the left wall. The electronics behind the panels seemed to be overheating half the time, which suited the beast just fine. 
 
    “You’re not much of a copilot, animal,” Thad said. 
 
    He had heard about the stunning beauty of the badlands, and been warned the beauty was deceiving. He maintained altitude for a while, looking down on the geographical dynamic between Darklanding and the mines. The only time he had made the trip had been on a direct trolley full of miners ready to earn overtime and save their friends from a collapse. Personnel were never moved through Transport Canyon. The high road trolley system was much more direct, but couldn’t move large loads. 
 
    There been no need to take an airship any place, and they were hard to find. No one wanted to take him up for free just because he was the sheriff. In this particular case, he hadn’t really asked. Shaunte would be even angrier with him, but he didn’t care. She was wrong, and she had to know she was wrong. And if she didn’t know, then he wouldn’t tell her. 
 
    Darklanding, and the spaceport it served, was on top of an enormous mesa, a perfect place to land ships and blast cargo back into space. Looking out from this point of view gave him a queasy stomach. He could imagine the entire settlement, prefabricated buildings slipping over the side and disappearing down a thousand-meter drop. 
 
    The mag-rail arched up the side of this impressive geological formation, having ascended from a low-lying system of canyons and valleys. On the other side of Transport Canyon were mountains, dense with all manner of minerals and exotic materials. The exotics alone were worth the cost of the entire settlement, but there were other less interesting metals and minerals in abundance, too. 
 
    From this vantage point, the canyon almost looked like a bowl. There was a high road that went from Darklanding to the mines that skirted the edge of the depressed area. Driving it was not for the faint of heart and he had been glad not to pay attention during the mad rush to assist the miners during the collapse. Descending into the valleys and coming back out would’ve played havoc on human or Unglok passengers. Unmanned transport containers, the titanium-walled boxcars that moved all the wealth of this place, had fewer limitations. 
 
    He’d watched them dive into the canyon relying on gravity and mag-rail accelerators to reach incredible speeds before racing across the area with their fore and aft engine cars pushing and pulling madly. The scariest part of the process, in his opinion, was the final climb back up to the mines, or conversely, back up to Darklanding. The kinetic force of such a long missile could not be estimated. Or at least not by him. Maybe Ungloks with their intuitive math skills had a better handle on the potential danger the mag-rail train represented. 
 
    At night, there were normally stars, but dust clouded the air. He looked down at Maximus. “If I wasn’t convinced before, I am now. All this junk in the air is from the train wreck.” 
 
    Maximus snorted, almost as if he understood. 
 
    Thaddeus soared on the thermal night winds of Ungwilook. Holding the stick with one hand, he let his other arm rest lazily on the armrest of the captain’s seat. There were three computer monitors with powerful camera views, but he preferred to stare out the pockmarked pseudo-glass of the cockpit. For a moment, he felt motionless as the airship glided above the world. He stared at the twin moons disappearing frequently behind the veil of dust and debris. 
 
    Turning the ship into the canyon, he scanned the area with cameras, sensors, and his own eyes. What he saw looked like a battlefield, something that he’d thought he left far behind. He felt a sudden surge of adrenaline, before he forced himself to calm down.  
 
    There were pieces of the mag-rail train stretched for several kilometers. Craters decorated the place where some of them had broken free and tumbled end over end, smashing everything in their path. The more powerful sensors of his airship picked up crates and other package containers that probably still contained the ores and other materials intended for transshipment off the planet.  
 
    He couldn’t see with his eyes and wasn’t looking for it, but what he wanted to know was if there were casualties. 
 
    The report sent to Shaunte indicated there weren’t. Where SagCon was concerned, he doubted such reports. They didn’t value human or Unglok life unless there was a cost/benefit analysis attached to the usefulness. 
 
    He knew there were three towns in the area, one allegedly in use. The pictures he had seen made all three of them look like ghost towns made from materials not designed to last. Without really knowing why, he made several slow circles looking for the towns, until he found something interesting. 
 
    Settlement SC314, known to the locals as Raven’s Haven, sat about a kilometer beyond the blast area of the wrecked train. The main street bragged nearly a dozen prefabricated buildings, more on one side than the other. What Thad found interesting were the adobe style buildings and other creatively built structures that tripled the size of the town. 
 
    Maximus shifted under his chair several times as he circled looking for a new place to lie down. 
 
    “Getting comfortable down there?” Thad asked. 
 
    The dog-thing rolled its eyes and squished lower to the floor. Then it made a sound that Thad suspected was going to befoul the air of the ship’s cabin. 
 
    Thad held his breath and made for the town below. He needed to stretch his legs anyway. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Dust settled after he turned off the engines. He completed his systems checks, going through the detail with military precision. The routine soothed his nerves. He wondered why he hadn’t taken a ship up before this. Maybe when he got back, he would find a ground car to requisition and tear around Darklanding to blow off steam. That would be easier than flipping tires with his still-healing left arm. 
 
    Maximus struggled to his feet and lumbered around the small interior of the airship, grumbling and making weird shakes of his head. 
 
    Thad looked out the cockpit window. Nothing had changed. It was still night and the air was still full of dust. The twin moons hovering above the mountain range in the distance looked like a creep-show effect. Something tumbled down the middle of the street. He almost laughed at the video-show image. There was no way it could be a tumbleweed. He looked closer and saw it was a recycling bin riddled with holes from years of abuse. He imagined it blowing back and forth across the valley since the beginning of the Darklanding settlement. 
 
    “What do you think, Maximus? Are you ready for a walkabout?” 
 
    Maximus lay down as though ready for sleep. 
 
    Thad narrowed his gaze and thought about the implications of the animal’s body language. “You’re right. We should sleep. Thing is, I’m not feeling the urge. I’m going to step out. Are you coming?” 
 
    The large pig-dog struggled to its feet and snorted in displeasure. He continued to make the sound as they opened the cargo door and walked down the ramp. 
 
    “Are you going to complain the entire trip?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    Maximus didn’t answer. 
 
    Without looking, Thaddeus checked his blaster under the knee-length fireman’s coat that he had taken to wearing since arriving on Darklanding. It fit like a good duster, something his ancestors had worn when working the range. At the same time, it was more durable. The weight of it felt reassuring. He brushed back the coat to grip the blaster, checking that his indexing was on point and he was ready to draw, then let the coat fall. 
 
    He looked around the town and realized a wind was coming up. Between the natural dust of the area and the debris from the recent catastrophe, it was an unpleasant time to be strolling down the street. Other containers and bits of trash blew down the street like tumbleweeds of the Old Western holographic shows. Lights blinked on the top of the prefabricated buildings and one radio tower at the edge of town. 
 
    Maximus lumbered down the ramp and sniffed the air. 
 
    Thad went to the security panel beside the ramp and punched in a code. He waited as the hydraulic arms raised the ramp. His tablet received a confirmation code that it was locked and secured against unauthorized access. He slipped the tablet back into the inner pocket of the coat and moved away from the ship. 
 
    “Looks like they battened down the hatches,” Thad said. 
 
    Maximus huffed and continued forward, unusually focused on the way ahead. 
 
    “I’m glad to see your attitude has changed, dog,” Thad said. 
 
    Maximus stopped and looked up at the sky as though expressing human consternation. He sighed, snorted—possibly farted—and began forward again. He swung his head left to right, then right to left, searching the area for God only knew what. 
 
    A short time later, two figures emerged from what looked like a science building at the end of the street. They had scarfs pulled over their faces to protect them from the dust. They moved quickly.  
 
    Thad adjusted the collar of his coat to protect his own mouth and nose. He squinted because he had not brought eye protection. Pulling his hat lower made him feel better even if it didn’t offer much protection. There was no glaring sun or precipitation. This was nighttime in the lowest canyon of Ungwilook with the debris of a train wreck still polluting the area. 
 
    “Looks like a man and a woman,” Thad said. 
 
    Maximus didn’t respond, and Thad wondered why he was talking to the difficult creature. 
 
    The man moved slightly ahead of his companion and offered a handshake. “My name is Ryan G. Gulliver. You didn’t arrive at a good time, but we can offer you some shelter if you need it.” 
 
    “Do you have a constable in this town?” Thad asked. 
 
    Ryan Gulliver shook his head. The woman stepped farther to Thad’s left, which immediately struck him as a solid tactical move. Neither one of them looked like law enforcement or military, but there was something different about them. 
 
    He shifted his stance so he could draw and fire on either of them with equal ease and waited for them to adjust their positions. It was a test, and an ungenerous test at that. Neither of them moved, but they glanced at each other before speaking. 
 
    “My name is Amanda Preston,” she said. “I’m the science officer here. Ryan is my surveyor. Raven’s Haven is not operating at full staffing levels.” 
 
    “SagCon?” 
 
    Amanda looked at Ryan, then faced Thad and shook her head. “SagCon shut us down two years ago.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing out here? This isn’t exactly a safe zone,” Thad said. 
 
    Ryan stiffened. He moved forward slightly, protective in a way that Amanda didn’t seem to appreciate. “We like the work. None of us are slaves to SagCon. And we can take care of ourselves.” 
 
    Thad let the conversation drop. Technically, all of Ungwilook was SagCon property. He could demand their subcontracting paperwork but decided not to. Maybe there would be time for that later, and maybe he would even care.  
 
    His train wreck investigation was an anomaly, and he did not expect to be out here much. Most of his work would be in Darklanding itself or the mines. 
 
    “Bring them inside, Ryan,” Amanda said. “The air is filthy with A19.” 
 
    “I didn’t think A19 was dangerous to humans,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “It’s not lethal to humans. That doesn’t mean it’s good for us,” Ryan said. “That’s where everyone is. They’re all hunkered down until this mess dissipates.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Thaddeus said. “I was going to ask where everyone was.”  
 
    Thad studied his two companions as closely as he could without appearing to be checking them out.  
 
    Ryan and Amanda looked uncomfortable, shifting nervously and avoiding eye contact. 
 
    They led Thaddeus and Maximus to their science building. He recognized the antennas and other measuring devices on the exterior of the prefabricated structure. It was slightly larger, but in his experience, there would be few comforts inside. Scientists were even less concerned about aesthetics than soldiers were. 
 
    He noticed a line of patched holes on the door. “Who’s been shooting at your building?” 
 
    “Outlaws,” Amanda said. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN: The Running Girl 
 
    Sledge bolted up the stairs and kicked the girl’s door off the hinges. Inside, he found the window open with the curtain blowing in the wind. 
 
    Pierre, moving much faster than Sledge thought he could, arrived a second later. “What the hell are you doing? You’re gonna pay for that door. No one comes up here without my permission or Dixie’s approval.” 
 
    Sledge glanced over his shoulder to confirm his suspicion that the owner of the Mother Lode was carrying the stun gun. He spun quickly and lunged for the man, slapping the weapon to the ground. 
 
    “I’ll pay for the door. Let me give you a piece of friendly advice. Don’t ever point a weapon at me,” Sledge said in a low and dangerous voice. He returned to the girl’s room and looked around, briefly checking under the bed and in the bathroom. He knew she wasn’t there, but he liked to be thorough. 
 
    “Hurry up. If Dixie sees you up here, we’re both in trouble,” Pierre said. 
 
    “So now it’s okay with you if I come up here?” Sledge asked, not really caring about the answer. 
 
    “You know that’s not what I meant.” 
 
    Sledge didn’t even turn around. He went to the window and looked down. “Looks like I’m in luck, for once.” 
 
    The alley below the window only ran one way. The girl had a considerable head start, but there was only one direction she could go. He climbed out onto the steep rooftop, slipped and grabbed hold of the windowsill. With two careful steps, he reached the edge and jumped. 
 
    The drop was higher than he was comfortable with. Even with the moderate gravity of Ungwilook, his size punished him when he hit the ground. He absorbed the shock with his knees and hips, coming almost into a kneeling position before standing. 
 
    He glanced up and saw Pierre staring in wide-eyed surprise from the girl’s window. Some kind of local animal made noises near the end of the alleyway. Sledge started to jog. 
 
    “Come out, come out wherever you are, Ruby Miranda or whoever you’re calling yourself these days,” Sledge said. 
 
    He passed into the street, looked both ways, and then ran into the next alley. He doubted there were a lot of concerned citizens in Darklanding, but suspected the sight of a young prostitute fleeing the Mother Lode would at least draw attention to the girl as she escaped. 
 
    He thought she would use the alley until she got further away from the saloon. 
 
    Before long, he crossed the vacant lot where the sheriff often trained like a special forces commando. If the girl had thought to hide there, she had moved on already. He barely gave the place a second thought. The sheriff and his dog were nowhere to be seen. Deputy Mast Jotham was also absent. 
 
    A persistent haze, probably caused by the recent train derailment everyone was talking about, occluded the already insufficient night lighting of Darklanding. He continued to another one of the best hiding places in the prefabricated town. No building was taller than three stories, and few were two stories. There was an intersection, however, between granaries where locals stored some of their foodstuffs. 
 
    Anyone fleeing this direction would have to pass through the offset intersection. 
 
    “You’ll never catch me,” a voice said from above him. 
 
    He looked up and saw the girl. A confusion of emotions shot through him. He wasn’t sure if he should be excited, sad, or afraid. There had been other times he was this close and had failed to capture her. It was too soon to get his hopes up. 
 
    “Okay, Ruby. You know I’m not that good of a climber so why don’t you just surrender and I will try to make this easier for you,” he said. 
 
    She drew back into a shadow of the granary tower she had climbed halfway. “I’m not sure I see what’s in it for me.” 
 
    “It was worth a try,” Sledge said. He jumped, maximizing all of the explosive strength in his legs, and grabbed a railing only inches from the girl. She scrambled up and around the building as he knew she would and he immediately took a horizontal path to try and head her off. 
 
    Going up was useless. He knew she wanted down the other side so she could continue running. His goal was to force her into action and then be there to cut her off. 
 
    Dropping to the ground, he turned and looked up. 
 
    She jumped at the exact same moment, stepping on his forehead with her left foot as she sprang over him. 
 
    He roared a curse and spun, but it was too late. He was fast, but could not maintain a sprint for as long as she could. They had run this race before. Nevertheless, he charged forward and tried to grab her. 
 
    He slowed to a walk as she pulled away. “Darklanding isn’t a big place! You painted yourself into a corner this time!” he yelled after her fleeing figure. “Dammit.”  
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ruby ripped the tarp from the three-wheeled buggy she had stolen and hidden shortly after arriving in Darklanding. Reaching into the side pocket of her safari pants, she pulled out the ignition ring needed to start it. They weren’t supposed to be removed and were nearly impossible to replace. As an experienced vehicle thief, she knew the best ways to keep a vehicle from being stolen. 
 
    With a quick push and two quick turns, she reassembled the ignition mechanism, then hotwired it. The engine, louder than she had hoped, started right up. She jumped behind the wheel and raced out of the trash pile and onto the street, tires squealing as she mashed her foot down on the gas pedal.   
 
    The SagCon goon was right. She had painted herself into a bit of a tight spot. Darklanding was too small to hide her for long. She only wished it had taken Sledge longer to track her this far.  
 
    Violent memories slammed through her consciousness as she sped across the Darklanding mesa. Her original plan had been to follow the trolley route toward the mine if and when she needed a fast escape. One look at the clouds of dust covering the canyons below the mesa changed her mind. She veered toward the dangerous switchback roads leading downward into a seemingly magical dust cloud. 
 
    Snap decisions had helped her escape many times. This was different. Going into the canyon was a mistake. She felt it in her gut. It went against everything her father, grandfather, and great grandfather had taught her.  
 
    The go-bag behind her seat only held food for a week and water for two days. She was small and thought she might stretch it a bit longer. Wishful thinking was another dubious survival tactic the icons of her family frowned upon. 
 
    The exhilaration of escape faded as she steered aggressively around each turn leading into the canyon. She tried to look up and see the enormous mesa that Darklanding was built upon, but the angle was bad and all she felt was an oppressive shadow weighing on her. Visibility was decent here, but she could tell that the farther she went into Transport Canyon, the denser the lingering cloud of dust would be. 
 
    She only wished she wasn’t right about the train derailment. Thaddeus Fry and Mast Jotham were respectable and honorable, for lawmen. She hadn’t seen the Unglok deputy for a while and wondered where he was. Fry was gone now as well; she had looked for him during her escape from the SI goon. 
 
    She hit the brakes and cranked the wheel, sending the buggy into a slide that almost went over the edge of the narrow road. This was like climbing a ladder in a vehicle and was a lot more difficult than it looked. Especially at high speeds. She slowed down and wondered why she was thinking so much about the type of people she normally avoided on other planets. Sheriffs, cops, and special investigators were never friends to runaways. 
 
    But she hated seeing them make a fatal mistake. I could be wrong, she thought. But I guess I’ll have a look for myself. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT: Morning in Raven’s Haven 
 
    The accommodations in the science depot were everything Thad expected and less. Gale force winds had picked up throughout the night, and he hadn’t slept much listening to sand and other debris impacting the walls of the prefabricated structure. When morning came, he stepped outside to one of the most beautiful sights he had ever seen. 
 
    The cloud of A19 and other atmospheric debris had somehow coalesced after the storm blew it back and forth across the canyon. Visibility remained limited, but sunlight streaked underneath the clouds, turning them red and gold and orange. He watched the mist churn like a disturbed space nebula and slowly expand toward the ground. Soon this place would be submerged in darkness once more. 
 
    Raven’s Haven was a town so small that wild animals crossed the streets and did their business as they saw fit. He looked down the center of the main road and saw a pack of four-legged creatures running toward a distant stand of trees—some type of oasis in the midst of a cold desert landscape. The lack of precipitation had dried the area out, leaving only tundra. 
 
    “I have to quit using my Earth preconceptions of what I see,” Thaddeus said as he sipped coffee from a SagCon mug that had seen better days. Sitting on the porch with the dog-thing was relaxing. He wondered if he should spend more time away from Darklanding in the future. 
 
    “Huff,” Maximus said. 
 
    Ryan and Amanda emerged a short time later. 
 
    “Good morning, Sheriff,” Amanda said. “I apologize for our deficiencies as hosts, but we have some chores that need attending to.” 
 
    Ryan nodded but didn’t stop to chitchat. He moved down the street picking up debris without making eye contact with Thaddeus. 
 
    Thad raised his coffee cup to Amanda and smiled. “Good morning. Let me know if I can be of assistance.” 
 
    He finished his coffee, watching the clouds settle lower and lower until the whole world seemed to be the town and nothing else. He wanted to put away the coffee cup, but worried Amanda and Ryan would think he was snooping around if he went back inside. He found a hook on the railing that was probably for a hat and hung the cup there. 
 
    “Maximus, let’s have a walk,” he said. 
 
    The dog-thing pulled itself to its feet and followed him. He made a quick tour of the main street buildings, noting there were bullet holes and scorch marks on virtually every structure. He discovered part of the road had a deep gouge that was unlikely to be repaired without resurfacing the entire street. Memories of Centauri Prime began to circle his mind. 
 
    There wasn’t much else to see, so he stood near his ship and watched Amanda and Ryan. They did the work of a dozen people. After cleaning up the debris from the night’s storm, they checked each building and secured several of the protective shutters on windows. They checked instruments on the exterior of their science building, then went inside looking exhausted. 
 
    He didn’t trust the two scientists, or whatever they were. He also felt bad for them. This town was off the radar, and in a technical sense, a haven for outlaws. They were operating without a SagCon charter and without support. Few frontier settlements were self-sufficient enough to keep them from being vulnerable. 
 
    The evidence of frequent raids was hard to miss. What disturbed him more was the fact that there were outlaws in this area capable of doing such damage. Finding their hideout would be his next order of business, right after he figured out what had caused the train derailment. He wasn’t an expert regarding transportation of heavy materials, and Shaunte had not been forthcoming with whatever evidence she had regarding the incident. 
 
    Ryan and Amanda would have to provide some answers. He didn’t trust them and they didn’t trust him, so he imagined it would be a long day.  
 
    A settlement that was off the grid. Outlaws on a SagCon planet where there shouldn’t be any. A train derailment that shouldn’t have happened. A SagCon special investigator appearing in Darklanding at the same time.  
 
    Thad didn’t believe in coincidences. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE: Positive Balance 
 
    Dixie resented the need to evade the hulking SagCon SI. He was too clever for his own good. Ugly as Maximus, he’d somehow become the favorite of all the girls at the Mother Lode. She knew he’d never taken one upstairs or bought them drinks. The reason for his popularity eluded her. 
 
    Twice a month, she checked on her investments. Privacy was her paramount concern. What did it matter that she was curious about the ugly brute? Just because Ruby Miranda had upset her financial safety net didn’t mean she needed to start looking for allies. And if she needed someone other than Pierre or the sheriff, it certainly wouldn’t be a man like Sledge. 
 
    The SI thug would be gone in a week, if not sooner. She wasn’t about to trust anyone who worked for the company that had brought her here as a child. Well, maybe not a child exactly, but younger than Ruby and not nearly as resourceful. She saw through his façade. In her experience, men as large as Michael “Sledge” Hammer backpedaled when someone actually stood up to them.  
 
    It was pathetic. 
 
    The main room of the Mother Lode was half-empty, which made her job difficult and easy at the same time. She descended the stairs and scanned the room, cataloguing all the mistakes her girls were making while she simultaneously looked for her nemesis. Not finding him, she went straight for the front door and stepped outside. 
 
    The street was deserted because it was between shifts on a Wednesday. She moved along the broad porch that had been added to the prefabricated building when the Mother Lode was built. Leaning on the railing with both hands as she was prone to do when bored or showing off, she gave the street a second look. She didn’t put it above the man to hide in one of the dark alleys and spy on her establishment. Well, Pierre’s establishment, technically. 
 
    After a few minutes, she reached a tenuous balance between impatience and confidence. She moved down the stairs and into the street. She strode forward as though she meant business. Real business, not picking up Johns for the Mother Lode. 
 
    After three laps of her evasion course—a switchback path she had designed between buildings and utility boxes, some of which were bigger than the pre-fab buildings—she felt better. Worn, dirty, and neglected, this neighborhood was the best place to lose a tail. 
 
    Each time she doubled back, she looked for Sledge. It used to be Pierre she worried about, but he had quit trying to follow her long ago. 
 
    All clear, she thought. Something moved on one of the rooftops. Could a man built like an ox even get up there? She thought not. 
 
    There was one way to lose a follower for sure, and that was to cross Darklanding during the livestock drive. She’d used the tactic in the past, losing her imagined pursuers in a herd of pigs—or whatever you called a group of them. 
 
    The smell wasn’t worth it today and waiting for the herdsmen didn’t appeal to her. 
 
    She looked around for a while and grew bored with the game. No one ever caught her and no one ever would. Maybe she had secretly hoped Sledge would offer more of a challenge. 
 
    I just thought of him by his nickname, weird. She shook the thought away. He was a special kind of unappealing—too big and hairy for a delicate woman like her to endure. She sighed and walked toward the first of three greenhouses.  
 
    One and two produced the disgusting Ungwilook vegetables that smelled like dirty feet and tasted like sour milk. The third, however, was heaven. 
 
    She nodded to the Unglok manager but didn’t attempt small talk. He, or maybe it was a she, couldn’t or wouldn’t speak any of the human languages. 
 
    The door to her secret greenhouse was unlocked. She stepped back and looked around. The Unglok watched her. 
 
    “Why is this unlocked?” 
 
    The Unglok manager shrugged. 
 
    Dixie harrumphed, then turned to the door. With a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach, she stepped inside. 
 
    “Hello, Dixie. I hope you don’t mind. I sampled a few of your peaches,” Special Investigator Michael “Sledge” Hammer said. 
 
    “You!” 
 
     “I was hoping you might not charge me for the first one. My expense accounts have limits, believe it or not.” 
 
    Dixie felt blood rushing to her face but couldn’t speak. 
 
    “Maybe this unlicensed venture should be our little secret,” Sledge said. “I would like to know how you smuggled viable seeds and soil past customs, but maybe it’s better I don’t know.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and locked her jaw. 
 
    “You have a new girl working for you,” Sledge said between bites of his second peach. “Any idea where she might be right now?” 
 
    Juice dribbled down his chin, and he used the back of one hairy arm to wipe it off. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN: The Silence of Mast Jotham 
 
    Thaddeus Fry stayed in Raven’s Haven for two days to gather information on the train derailment. His hosts had a secret and he wanted to learn the truth of it. Ryan and Amanda set him up in one of the smaller domiciles that seemed to have been long abandoned. He admired the way they kept him from exploring the rest of the town. 
 
    Maximus, for once, hadn’t grown bored. It seemed as though he would gladly trot up and down the short street forever. He sniffed and snorted and farted like he was made to live in the barren canyon. 
 
    The second day was when the trouble began. 
 
    He made his coffee and went to the narrow porch that required him to stick his toes over the edge just to sit comfortably in the rocking chair made from fiberglass piping and metal slats. The first sip was too hot. He blew on it. In an effort to kill time and wait for it to cool, he stared out across the floor of Transport Canyon before the debris cloud once again settled. 
 
    “Did you hear the wind last night, Maximus?” 
 
    Maximus bobbed his head and snorted. 
 
    “You like the wind?” 
 
    Maximus rolled his eyes and looked away. 
 
    Thad took a sip of his coffee and stared into a mirage just at the edge of his vision. It almost looked like two airships coming low and fast under the cloud of A19 and surface dust. 
 
    He slowly, but very intentionally, moved his tablet to his ear to use it as a radio. “Fry to Jotham, this is a priority message.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “I say again, Fry to Jotham, please respond.” 
 
    He wanted to curse and realized it was the first time he had such frustration with the Unglok. When he gave his deputy permission to handle a personal matter, he had clearly stated they needed to stay in radio contact for updates. At the time, he had been thinking Mast would be afraid to ask for extra time that he or his family needed. Now, things had changed. 
 
    Thaddeus stood and reached under his coat to feel the butt of his blaster. Taking a sip of his coffee with his left hand, he used his right hand to look for his extra charging magazines. The weapon had been more than sufficient thus far in Darklanding, but now he was longing for armor, air support, and his squad. Not a mirage, the mere fact that such airships existed changed everything. 
 
    He couldn’t determine their model, or if they were military surplus or some type of privately produced ship, but they looked fast and heavy at the same time. It was difficult to describe how he recognized a vehicle was armored, but he knew these black, winged vessels were not freighters. 
 
    Maximus stood and walked to the steps leading down from the tiny porch, staring intently. The creature, whatever it was, didn’t sniff or snort or any of his usual nonsense. Staring directly at the distant vehicle seemed sufficient. 
 
    Thaddeus looked up and down the street, and soon spotted not only Ryan and Amanda, but some of the missing townsfolk. There were nine of them, and they were running. 
 
    “We’ve got to get to the bunker and lock ourselves in before they realize we’re here,” Ryan shouted. 
 
    Thad didn’t like that idea. Locking himself inside with no way to maneuver and no avenue of escape tortured his tactical senses. He shook his head. “They’ll know I’m here at least,” he said, nodding toward his ship at the end of the street. 
 
    He sat down and allowed his fireman’s coat to fall away from his blaster. He put his feet up on the rail and sipped his coffee as the ships rushed madly forward. The closer they came, the more ominous they looked. 
 
    Both airships were ground support vessels, designed to deploy a squad of troops each while covering them with heavy blaster and rocket fire if needed. From this distance, he couldn’t tell if they had numbers or not, but doubted it. On the nose of each ship was a sloppily painted white skull. 
 
    Before he knew it, the airships were ripping across the main street, circling his ship, then landing on each side of his battered old junker. 
 
    The first ship to hit the ground, dropped a ramp, and a squad of twelve soldiers, humanoid in shape, rushed out and surrounded the ship. One of them stuck a breaching charge on the door and blew it open. They swarmed inside. 
 
    “I wish they hadn’t done that,” Thad said. 
 
    Maximus farted. 
 
    Each of the ships were equipped with telescopic sensors and other things he probably couldn’t see. He watched the main hub on the bottom and turret top of the airship that had not deployed troops. What looked like a black glass eye swiveled several times, then stopped, facing him. 
 
    He continued to drink his coffee. 
 
    Just shy of two minutes later, the squad emerged from his ship and reformed. A figure that had to be the squad leader gave hand signals, and they rushed down the street toward him. 
 
    He finished the last of his coffee and rose to his feet, continuing to hold the cup as they surrounded him. A pair of the armored individuals ran out of sight, probably going to the back of the little dwelling he had slept in last night. That was a nice touch, he thought. 
 
    “Can I help you gentlemen?” Thad said. “Looks like one of you needs to head back to Darklanding to apply for air traffic permits. And weapons permits, but I can handle approval or denial of those requests right here.” 
 
    “You are sheriff?” a deep voice from the leader’s helmet asked. “Sheriff you sheriff.” 
 
    Thad didn’t think the voice was real, and if it was, it wasn’t human or Unglok. Few non-human races came this far out. Thad’s money was on a voice synthesizer in the helmet. 
 
    “That’s me. Sheriff Thaddeus Fry, at your service. So long as you do everything I say and don’t give me any trouble.” 
 
    The leader looked at his squad, possibly checking their positions, maybe stalling for time. “Go back Darklanding, Fry Sheriff.” 
 
    “Oh, now that’s pathetic. Can you be a little less melodramatic? I mean, the voice synthesizer is a nice touch, but I can tell you are human. So lose the helmet and tell me what you’re doing out here,” Thad said. “Without the fake accent, if it’s all the same to you.” 
 
    Wind blew red dust and reflective A19 gas down the street. A weathervane and a brace of meteorological instruments spun on the science trailer. Most were out of balance and noisy. 
 
    The leader removed his helmet without looking at the others, confirming what Thad thought. This man actually was in charge, not a body double. Tall and as human as they came, his tight blond beard matched his hair. Slightly sunburnt, his startling green eyes looked full of energy while his body was calloused and crisscrossed with scars. 
 
    “The last sheriff was a lot smarter than you,” the man said. 
 
    “How could you know? I am pretty damn smart,” Thad said. 
 
    “He was my brother.” 
 
    Thad rolled his eyes—resisting the urge to check and see if his dog-thing companion was doing the same thing. He really needed to learn more about his predecessor and why he was blown up. “Did he have a great sense of humor like you?” 
 
    The green-eyed, blond-haired warrior stared in silence and seemed as welcome to conversation as did his dusty, well-used armor. 
 
    Thad shook his head and looked down at Maximus, but his trusty companion was gone. 
 
    “Your pig went into the storm. Must have a death wish,” the man said. “Do you beat the animal? It seems damaged…mentally.” 
 
    “You have a name?” Thad asked. 
 
    “Not for you.” 
 
    “This is going to be a difficult relationship,” Thad said. “Eventually, I’ll have your DNA and fingerprints when I book you. I think it would be better for everyone if you would just introduce yourself and tell your crew to stand down.” 
 
    “Go back to Darklanding, Sheriff Fry. SagCon won’t miss half the ore and exotics that has already been spilled over the canyon. These innocent townsfolk will get most of it because they know the area. We will, however, have our share.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Thad said. 
 
    The leader of the raiders pulled on his helmet and gave hand signals to his men. They went house to house kicking open doors and searching inside. Thad, outnumbered twenty-four to one, made another cup of coffee and watched. 
 
    When they left, he marked their direction of travel. “Maximus!” Thad called into the growing wind. 
 
    The dog-pig-thing didn’t answer. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN: Maximus 
 
    Neither humans nor Ungloks were smart. They said one thing and did the opposite. Worst of all, they went down into the canyon where dangerous things hunted during night storms. 
 
    He plodded away from the town, never looking away from his path because he knew where he was going. As soon as he realized the young human—a girl, he thought—was alone in the canyon, he went to find her. 
 
    The sun was high, so it wasn’t nighttime. There was no storm, but there was the dust cloud that shouldn’t be there. He could not decide if it was a storm or something else. The Thad-human treated the ground cloud differently than he treated storms and nighttime. It did not seem as though he could smell the foulness of the cloud that was neither a cloud nor dust. Not completely. 
 
    Perhaps humans and Ungloks were smarter than Maximus. They could explain such things. But they still said one thing and did the opposite. Or hurt their own people. Or ate when there was no need. 
 
    Maximus also believed they held their bodily functions in check for too long. Why wait to pass gas? Life was too short, even though the two legs lived much longer than Maximus would. 
 
    He plodded into the disgusting ground-cloud wondering what the humans meant when they said dog or pig or any of their other words. How did they make such interesting sounds and understand the sounds of their kind? 
 
    A sand dune that had grown during a night storm had claimed a motorized buggy. Only one wheel and part of the frame was visible. Maximus sniffed around it and did not detect the human girl called Ruby. She had many names, including skinny bitch, tight-ass rich girl, and prima-donna. Maximus, who knew many things he could not explain without his own words, did not know what any of those human sound patterns meant. He heard them a lot and that was all. 
 
    He continued, never looking sideways or changing his course. Perhaps he smelled the girl, or heard her, or something else. None of it mattered. All that was important to Maximus was that he had no doubt of his destination. 
 
    As night fell, he came across the girl. She had tied herself to a rock formation. 
 
    Maximus thought that was a good idea and wished he could tie knots or use tools like the humans and Ungloks. The girl wouldn’t wake up, so he licked his snout and pushed it against her mouth and eyes. 
 
    That always worked. 
 
    She didn’t even flinch. 
 
    Maximus farted several times. He snorted and made a sound between a bark and a howl. The effort hurt his throat so he resorted to pushing his wet nose against her again and again as he snort-barked. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Ruby coughed and gagged without knowing why. “Maximus? Stop that!” 
 
    Maximus backed up and stared at her. 
 
    “Don’t you fart, you disgusting animal,” she said, voice hoarse and dry. 
 
    Maximus lay down and put his bucket head between his feet. 
 
    Her canteen was empty and her body trembled from the cold nights spent without shelter. Wind-born grit had blasted her face raw. She remembered trying to eat sand. 
 
    Maximus watched her tremble and shake for a time. She was poking at scrapes on her knees and elbows when the animal stood and walked into the thinning mist. 
 
    She followed. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE: Evasion 
 
    “Don’t move, dog,” Ruby said. 
 
    Maximus stopped without looking around. His attention seemed focused on his destination without concern for the airship that had passed over them twice. 
 
    Ruby moved toward a clump of rocks without any hope of finding concealment. All she wanted was not to be in the last place the crew of the ship might have seen her. Maximus stood like a statue facing a direction she thought was east toward Darklanding. 
 
    The airship came again, this time so low that she saw the glow of its engines as they flared for landing in the area the dog-pig had revived her.  
 
    “Stay,” she said. 
 
    Maximus dropped to the ground and stared at his objective. 
 
    She heard him snort as she crept toward the strange ship. The distance was greater than she expected but not as much as she feared. Before long, she was lying on a dune watching a squad of armed men wearing outdated combat armor. They searched all the way back to the abandoned dune buggy. 
 
    She couldn’t see what was slowing them up. Each time the mist shifted, she thought she saw them standing in a guard formation with their leader almost out of view from her vantage point. 
 
    “The dune buggy is stolen,” a familiar voice said at the edge of her vision. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder and saw the sheriff’s dog lying like a pile of rocks where she had left him.  
 
    “I told you to go back to Darklanding. Let the local scavengers do their thing. Let us do ours,” one of the mercenary types said.  
 
    “Can’t do that,” Sheriff Fry said. “Someone has to pay restitution for this buggy. It’s a total loss. I suspect she might have stolen my dog as well.” 
 
    “Dog?” the mercenary leader said. “That isn’t a dog. You insult dogs by calling it a dog.” 
 
    The rest of what they said was covered by the sound of four new airships sweeping toward the mag-train derailment. Ruby only saw bits and pieces. She recognized the white skulls painted on the fronts of each ship. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
    Thad played it cool. Maximus and Ruby were nearby—had to be from the condition of the abandoned buggy and the campsite he’d found earlier. He thought he could feel Maximus complaining. 
 
    Where are you, you stupid mutt? 
 
    He waited for the new ships to disappear into Transport Canyon without commenting on them. That didn’t change the dread he felt inside, but this was like playing poker close to the vest. “What are you looking for? None of you are miners or freight haulers.” 
 
    “We’re the security team,” the leader said. 
 
    Thad stared him down. “All right. I’ll mark this and head back to my ship. Not sure the Company Man will pay this much overtime anyway. I have to warn you that she’s likely to be upset when I tell her you’re here.” 
 
    The man didn’t respond. 
 
    He attached a locating device to the half-buried vehicle and headed back to Raven’s Haven. A pair of the mercenary raiders followed him for a while, then returned to their ship. 
 
    “Ruby Miranda, if you’re out there, come to the sound of my voice. Transport Canyon is a dangerous place.” He didn’t think she would listen even if she was near enough to hear him. Maximus was definitely ignoring him. 
 
    “I figured out part of what they’re after and I have to go back. Show yourself. I can take you back to Darklanding. Might even be food and a bath for you.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    He jogged toward Raven’s Haven and hoped he was wrong this time. 
 
    Thad did not have any training as an investigator. Sometimes it was a good thing. He had read fiction during long deployments and security blackouts. As he jogged towards the town, he remembered thinking that cop instinct had to be a myth. At the time, he had just been looking to entertain himself and had let it go. 
 
    Now his own bullshit detector had gone off when the mercenary leader claimed to be nothing more than security. What were the facts? First of all, these men had obviously caused the train derailment. Thad didn’t know how or why. There would be time later to work out the logistics of their operation. 
 
    What he knew was that they didn’t have a way to scoop up all of the valuable minerals and exotic ores from the floor of Transport Canyon. Ryan and Amanda were already attempting this. Thad had a feeling they wouldn’t be keeping their loot very long. 
 
    The mercenaries of Transport Canyon were going to make the townsfolk do all the heavy lifting. That wasn’t his revelation, however. 
 
    Frontier types were stubborn and self-sufficient to a fault. Thaddeus Fry had seen bad things during war. He knew there was always one thing that would motivate a reluctant ally or intimidate a stalwart enemy. 
 
    The welfare of their children. 
 
    Thaddeus muttered curses under his breath as he stood where the town should be. A19 had descended all the way to the ground. During the prior days of his canyon adventure, it had always been more fluid—shifted by an almost pleasant breeze during the day and slammed around the harsh landscape by night storms. During this most inconvenient moment, a lack of wind allowed the slightly metallic vapor to fill the low-lying areas and render the town invisible. 
 
    He put both hands on his hips and looked at his boots. He counted to three, then looked up and around. Wait for it, he thought. 
 
    There was no reason for climate change during his pursuit of Ruby and Max. Yet after what seemed an eternity, a cool breeze touched his face. He held himself motionless as though attempting to catch a rare butterfly on an alien planet. 
 
    The cloud of A19 parted, revealing one of the prefabricated structures. As he watched in frustration, Ryan and Amanda hustled a large group of children from the bunker and toward his ship as the attack on the town began. 
 
    “Don’t steal my ship!” He started running. 
 
    Instincts remembered from his military days fired up his nervous system. He dove to the ground even as he heard the black airship’s engines roaring overhead. Red sand blasted his face, filling his nostrils and getting into his mouth as he covered his ears. 
 
    He sprang to his feet the moment the airship was past him. Sprinting toward the unfolding scene, he knew he was going to be too late. He also thought he might be about to get his ass kicked. 
 
    Children ran in every direction. Ryan was lying flat on his back near Thad’s ship, blood seeping from one ear. The thrusters of the raiders’ airship churned the mist into a manmade storm of confusion. Thad held his left hand up to shield his eyes as he squinted into the chaos.  
 
    Blaster fire boomed. Lights flashed in the haze. A piece of shrapnel spun through the air, screeching like a bandsaw. He ducked his head and moved forward in a tactical crouch. 
 
    “I told you to go back to Darklanding, Sheriff. I guess you’ll have to walk,” shouted a voice. 
 
    Thad pivoted and fired without thinking. A blaster bolt striking body armor wasn’t a sound easily forgotten. He moved a split-second before several of the mercenary commandos returned fire. 
 
    He knew without seeing that he had struck the target, but self-congratulation wasn’t his priority at the moment. Finding cover and planning his next move dominated his thoughts as he charged toward the corner of a squat, prefabricated structure. 
 
    A19 mist began to clear for no reason that made sense to him except that it would be just his luck to lose concealment. An image of finding himself surrounded by heavily armed and armored commandos flashed into his mind. 
 
    He ditched the thought and slid on one leg, popping back to his feet like a professional athlete as he reached his destination. Turning, aiming, firing three times in rapid succession, he ducked down and darted to another structure. 
 
    The mercenary raiders were good. They understood what he was doing and bounded forward in squads and fire teams to block him. 
 
    Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose, he thought as his enemies surrounded him with an impenetrable perimeter. 
 
    Movement blurred the swirling A19 to his right. Someone tackled him from his left. He hit the ground hard. Any soldier, human or otherwise, in combat armor weighed two or three times that of a grown man, depending on the model and the natural size of the operator. 
 
    Thad tucked his right hand close to his body to protect his blaster and reached out to slow his fall with his left hand. He tried to roll but got smashed instead. Two more of the goons jumped on and started throwing knees and elbows at his exposed body parts. 
 
    He twisted to avoid direct strikes when he could. He hit one in the throat with the barrel of his blaster and wished he had time to reload. Armor defeated the throat smash. He lacked the leverage to transfer sufficient force with the strike. Throat punching normally worked a lot better. 
 
    “Hey,” he grunted. “I need to reload. Give me a minute.” 
 
    One of them laughed—in a seriously unfriendly way—while the other beat him like a rented mule. 
 
    “Balls! Do I owe you guys money?” 
 
    The largest of his three assailants stood, cocked back his right arm, and dropped his elbow down with the full weight of his body behind it. 
 
    Thad felt the hammer-like blow to his head. The world blurred. He felt himself getting tossed around. Someone took his blaster. 
 
    The beating ended. 
 
    A tall shadow stood over him. 
 
    “I’m losing patience with you, Sheriff. Next time, I’m taking the Raven’s Haven kids and your head.” The mercenary leader’s voice sounded strained. 
 
    Airships lifted off, climbing higher than when they had come in. As quickly as the confrontation had begun, it ended. 
 
    Thad went to his ship. Amanda had Ryan sitting up as she applied a pressure bandage to his head. Children straggled in from the storm, gathering at their feet. Some cried, others stared at nothing in shell-shocked silence. Some of the older kids clenched their fists and glared at Thad. 
 
    “Leave him be,” Amanda said. “He didn’t cause this.” The way she looked at Ryan, Thad thought she blamed him despite her words. 
 
    Thad opened and closed his hands, convinced he had broken all of his fingers during the fight. Pain throbbed through his head and he tasted blood. “Did either of you know the old sheriff?” 
 
    Amanda tried to stifle a snort, before starting to cry. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN: White Skull 
 
    Sledge had learned how to fly small vehicles, especially the requisitioned kind, during training in a previous life. He surprised his instructors, none of whom took the time to think about where he had grown up or what ranchers did in this day and age. He could fly fixed wings, helicopters, and freight-hauling dropships before he received his driver’s license. He had learned to drive tractors and combines before he was eight. And just like his brothers and sisters, he was in the saddle before he could walk. 
 
    The motorized T-glider didn’t have much power and was at the mercy of wind gusts and updrafts. He had launched from the mesa of Darklanding and dropped roughly into Transport Canyon what felt like an eternity ago. All he wanted now was to make it to rock bottom. 
 
    Sand and other debris sprayed against the pseudo-glass window. The tail end of a night storm slammed the tiny craft side to side and up and down. The motion grew worse the closer he came to the ground. Michael “Sledge” Hammer whistled an old song as he worked the controls. 
 
    The struts made contact with the blood red sandflat, slamming him forward in the seat as he relaxed his grip on the controls just enough to keep from digging a hole in the red grit with his tiny ship. 
 
    Ungwilook’s A19 storm possessed an ominous appearance down there. It was as though the atmosphere was a living creature that had withdrawn its wrath and was now settling down to eat. 
 
    Raven’s Haven was a typical frontier settlement operating without a license. The first thing Sledge had done after arriving on the planet was to get a list of all such places. He located thirty-seven through official records, rumor, and confidential informants. 
 
    After Dixie gave him the tip about Ruby, he had checked two others. Raven’s Haven was the last possible place he could find Ruby based on Dixie’s information. 
 
    Sand and other debris, some of it local trash and some of it parts of the train wreck, had been thrust against the foundations of the temporary shelters by the night storm. He looked at the sad buildings and wondered how long they had been there. Like most worlds designed to be pillaged and forgotten, he suspected they would be here until the end. 
 
    Doors and natural points of cover such as corners and loading docks were marked with evidence of blaster and kinetic weapons. He didn’t bother looking for bodies or blood. There was one street that divided the residences and more utilitarian structures, although he didn’t see much difference between the two. At the end of the road was a science building. 
 
    A caravan of ground vehicles powered by simple combustion engines arrived. Work crews climbed down from the high-wheeled vehicles. Children rushed toward them. 
 
    Sledge slowed his pace, hoping he could draw out the moment. Once they saw him, tensions would rise. There was one particular group of individuals that interested him. A man and a woman, probably scientists, stood over Sheriff Thaddeus Fry, who sat on an all-purpose storage crate holding an ice pack to the side of his head. He wore bandages that weren’t new, but seemed to have been well cared for and clean since his injuries. 
 
    Sledge enjoyed the family reunions for as long as he could. Before he knew it, he was standing over the sheriff. “Looks like somebody rolled you,” he laughed. 
 
    Thaddeus saluted him with one finger. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to find you here. What’d you do, piss off the locals?” 
 
    “I’d like to see how you do against a squad of ground pounders in full exoskeleton armor,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    Sledge did a three-point check of his tactical gear without having to look. First, he touched the butt of his blaster where it hung in his thigh holster, then the extra charge magazines clipped to the back of his belt out of sight, and finally the short-barreled blaster hanging down his back under his coat. 
 
    The sheriff looked at him, realizing what type of elements he carried. Sledge hadn’t wanted him to know he was ready for war, and was always ready, but such was life. 
 
    “You travel pretty well-heeled for an SI,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “I do.” Sledge nodded. He looked around, assessing the terrain and where he would move if an attack came. “Nothing I have on me will stop armored grunts.” 
 
    “What branch did you serve in?” the sheriff asked. 
 
    Sledge ignored the question. “You should have tried negotiation.” 
 
    The sheriff laughed and winced at the pain this caused. “I tried that. This is what negotiation looks like on Ungwilook. Let me ask you a question. I know special investigators for SagCon are well-informed. What can you tell me about my predecessor?” 
 
    Sledge laughed. “That’s not really part of my mission here. And I don’t think you want to hear it anyway.” 
 
    The sheriff stood, leaned forward, moving more smoothly as he warmed up his joints and got past the pain of his wounds. “The leader of these outlaws claims to be the brother of my predecessor. No one in Darklanding wants to talk about them, so I haven’t got a good feel for what I’m dealing with. The mercenary leader that has been raiding this town has a personality that would get somebody a surprise gift of explosives. But just knowing he’s a jerk doesn’t help me much.” 
 
    Sledge didn’t want to be involved in local drama. Everyone he met, and even people who knew him, misjudged him. He was more than just a brute. “Do you read?” 
 
    “It’s been a while,” the sheriff said. 
 
    “That’s what I figured. I grew up on a ranch with less technology than this backward planet. I mean, we had what we needed, but it was a simpler life. Spent a lot of nights watching herds of cattle and whatnot. Read some books.” 
 
    The sheriff yawned. “Good for you. Is this going to be a long story?” 
 
    Sledge shook his head in disappointment. He hoped the man could be a kindred spirit, somebody who knew what it was like to always be the heavy. Maybe Thaddeus Fry was an intellectual at heart, but it was looking like the man didn’t appreciate literature. Sledge loved to read. He learned a lot about places and people and what happened when you put the two together. The story of the last sheriff was pretty common, but also classic. 
 
    “The sheriff before you was called David Rings. His little brother is the guy who kicked your ass,” Sledge said. 
 
    “I know his name. Also checked his rather uneventful military record. People tell stories, but there’s no real information on why somebody blew up his office. My office now.” 
 
    “Wow, you’re pretty sharp. They teach you that in sheriff school?” 
 
    “Ha, ha. We both know you actually have some training on how to conduct an investigation. I was a front-line soldier. We passed our prisoners off to the intelligence section.” 
 
    Sledge wished he could start the conversation over. “All right, here it is. Sheriff David Rings had a brother by the name of Stacy. Stacy Rings didn’t like that name so he changed it to White Skull. There is, in fact, a long story leading up to that, but I don’t feel like telling it right now. Sheriff Rings and White Skull had been close, until they weren’t.” 
 
    “Where did you gather your intelligence?” 
 
    Sledge sighed. “I work for SagCon. Where do you think I got my information? I didn’t get it from the Company Man, if that’s your worry. Darklanding is an investment property. We have a file on it.” 
 
    Sheriff Fry seemed to think about that for a moment. “I’m not calling him White Skull.” 
 
    Sledge grimaced. “Call him Stacy and you’ll probably get killed. Course, you’ll probably get killed anyway. Because you’re stubborn.” 
 
    “Why did you come to Darklanding?” the sheriff asked. 
 
    “We covered this already.” 
 
    “I’m out here in Transport Canyon investigating an act of sabotage that has cost SagCon billions of credits. You’re a special investigator for SagCon. Don’t you have an obligation to help me with this?” 
 
    Sledge had seen this coming and let the moment draw out. “I can help.” 
 
    “That’s it? No conditions?” 
 
    “I am looking for someone. When I find her, that will be my number one priority regardless of what kind of mess you’ve gotten yourself into,” Sledge said. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN: Title 
 
    Twin moons looked down through a gap in the stormfront above Transport Canyon. The dense fog of A19 was finally starting to dissipate, though it gave an unreal quality to midnight. Ryan Gulliver was exhausted from hiding the children and helping the salvage operation. They’d already recovered a substantial amount of exotics and other minerals. It wasn’t as much as he had hoped, but it would fund their town for several months. He climbed to the top of a rock spire and set up his camera. 
 
    “What am I doing up here?” he muttered. His hands felt like he was wearing mittens as he tried to set up the tripod. More than once, he had nearly fallen. He always wanted to be a photographer but never thought he’d get himself killed pursuing the dream. This night was the first time he had a chance for a decent glimpse of the hunt that so terrified the creatures of the canyon. Maybe this would be his chance to get a clear shot at the packs of Ungwilook wolves. 
 
    He’d never seen a wolf clearly. About a year ago, he had taken a long-distance shot and caught a group of them running down something that looked like a herd of gazelles. Despite the campfire ghost tales, he believed they were just animals. Every ecosystem had predators. Their savagery was fascinating. 
 
    For nearly an hour after he set up his telescopic lenses and fought to stay awake, nothing happened. His hopes rose when he saw a distant cluster of shadows running across one of the shallow streams near the edge of the canyon. He took several shots even though they were too far away to see clearly. Almost a minute after he saw them, he heard their distant howls and yapping. 
 
    He took some pictures of the moons and the stars, then watched the transport lanes where ships queued up in the upper atmosphere before descending to the Darklanding spaceport. Commerce never slept. He took a few pictures, not excited about them, but understanding some people found them fascinating. Everybody liked big ships and shiny lights. 
 
    One by one, ships peeled away from the normal orbit and pierced the atmosphere. 
 
    Ryan started clicking as fast as he could, turning one of the cameras to video mode. At this distance, they were just specks of light, but they were moving fast. 
 
    His heart beat faster. He keyed up his radio. “Amanda, I’m sorry to wake you.” 
 
    After a long delay, she answered. “But you’re going to anyway, I see. I’m not really up for this tonight.” 
 
    Ryan lowered his head and closed his eyes. She was drinking again. Every time White Skull came, she thought of David Rings and started drinking. She was a quiet drunk, wallowing in sadness and rarely lashing out with her anger. 
 
    “Listen, Amanda. I’ve been taking sky shots and there’s something happening. A whole bunch of ships are pulling off the normal descent vector. There’s really only one place they would be going. I think the real salvage teams are arriving.” 
 
    Amanda swore bitterly. “I bet I know exactly who called them. I almost want him to take all the loot and get it over with. Maybe then he would leave us alone.” Static crackled across the line as she pulled on her outdoor gear. “I’ll start moving the kids to bunkers and disperse the rest of our salvage teams. In a best-case scenario, these thugs are going to put us to work. The way things have been going, I’m not sure we can expect the best-case scenario.” 
 
    “You think we should go to Darklanding and appeal for sanctuary?” 
 
    “I’ve already considered that. We don’t have the funds,” Amanda said. 
 
    Ryan started packing up his gear. “Okay, I’m coming in.” 
 
    Rather than answer, Amanda just clicked her radio receiver twice. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN: Black Ships, Black Ops 
 
    Thaddeus stood on a rock formation near Raven’s Haven. Sledge stood on his right. Ryan and Amanda, who he learned were the lead scientists of the original mission here, stood off to his left talking amongst themselves. Thaddeus had heard enough of their conversation to know they disagreed on whether or not they should stay or run. 
 
    “There is nowhere for them to go,” Sledge said. 
 
    “I think they know that but are hoping for some kind of option,” Thad said. “If you have more information on this White Skull character, now would be a good time to share it. Shaunte will be pretty bent out of shape if we lose an entire shipment of exotic ore. What I’m worried about is that this is something worse. Bringing in space-capable ships is a big deal. I’m not sure there’s enough exotic material on the floor of Transport Canyon to pay for that type of expedition.” 
 
    “Amanda Preston was engaged to David Rings. His brother was a type to take things away in fits of jealousy, even if he didn’t want what he was taking. Maybe this time it was different, but they had a war over Amanda. If you ask me, I think it’s a bit psychotic that both Amanda and White Skull are still living in Transport Canyon. Maybe they deserve each other,” Sledge said. 
 
    “Tell me the rest of it, please. I think you’re holding something back,” Thad said. 
 
    Sledge raised a pair of binoculars to study the ships as they landed two kilometers away from Raven’s Haven. He talked without lowering them. “You know what, I agree with you. I don’t like White Skull either. Stacy Rings has a pretty violent streak. I’m not quite sure why you’re still alive. He’s big on extortion. Not afraid to get blood on his hands either. If he takes hostages and says he’ll kill them, then they are as good as dead.” 
 
    Thaddeus lowered his voice. “I think we should consider a real evacuation.” 
 
    “If you get Amanda to agree, I think that’s a good idea. Either way, we’re in for some rough times. I didn’t want to drag you into this, but I’m here to find Ruby Miranda. That’s the name she goes by, anyway. I’ll help you, but if I go down, you have to promise me you will find her and hold onto her until another agent from SagCon can get here,” Sledge said. 
 
    “When we get back to Darklanding, I can help you round her up without too much trouble,” Thad said. 
 
    Sledge started laughing so hard he bent over and held his knees. He stood up, then started laughing again. “Thanks. I needed that.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Thad said dryly. 
 
    “I’ve got good information she took off into Transport Canyon to get away from me. There’s a whole lot of reasons why that’s bad, but the fact that White Skull is ready to slaughter an entire town is even worse. So we stop him, we find Ruby, and then I’m done with this planet.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Thad said. 
 
    “Don’t you have some deputies?” Sledge asked. 
 
    “My deputy requested a leave of absence to handle a personal matter of spiritual development,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    Sledge turned around and looked at him, surprise twisting his broad face. “Your deputy’s an Unglok?” He shook his head. “Now that you mention it, I do remember that. Didn’t really believe it. I hope you’re not expecting him back any time soon.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Thaddeus had a bad feeling. 
 
    “Sheriff, you really need to read some books. Every culture has its own version of a spirit quest.  I’m no expert, but I’m pretty sure the Ungloks tend to get themselves killed to prove their worthiness to their society. Either way, it’s a lot different than running down to the cathedral to toss out a couple of Hail Marys.” 
 
    Thaddeus swore under his breath. He shook his head, and walked toward Ryan and Amanda. “This is looking less and less like a criminal enterprise and more like a war. SagCon has enemies that could finance an attack like this. I think you should evacuate Raven’s Haven. Make an appeal for sanctuary in Darklanding,” Thad suggested. 
 
    The frontier scientists looked at each other, communicating with tense body language and facial expressions. Neither seemed ready to make a decision. Thad thought they were also holding back information. It seemed to be a tradition in all parts of the planet. 
 
    “We have some time,” Amanda finally said. “Now that Rings has his reinforcements, he will secure his control over the crash site. We’ve taken some resources that might buy us passage. The rest of it is lost to us now.” 
 
    Ryan shook his head. “It’s not enough.” 
 
    “Nothing is enough if you’re dead,” Sledge said from where he stood watching Transport Canyon. 
 
    Amanda never looked away from Thaddeus. 
 
    He searched for answers in her eyes but could not reach her. “At least evacuate the children. I fought on Centauri Prime and know the devastation wrought in a real battle. If this turns into a combat zone, there will be no way to protect families.” 
 
    Amanda nodded. 
 
    “Why does this guy hate Raven’s Haven so much?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    “He asked us to help salvage the train wreck before they attacked it, and we told him no,” she said. 
 
    Ryan jerked around and stared at her in surprise. 
 
    Thaddeus held up his hand to forestall the interruption. He stepped closer to Amanda. “You’ve been in contact with this White Skull character?” 
 
    She looked at her feet in shame. “He promised to leave the rest of the town alone.” 
 
    The admission had been in a low voice, but everyone heard it. Ryan stalked back toward the town. Sledge laughed. 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like he’s a man of his word,” Sledge said. 
 
    “This is important, Amanda. Do you really think they will secure the site of the train wreck first?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    She nodded. Tears leaked from the corner of her eyes. “Only three things are important to Stacy Rings. Power, money, and winning.” 
 
    “I bet he’s going to get all three this time,” Sledge said. 
 
    Thaddeus rejoined the SagCon SI on the highest portion of the rocks. “Are you going to stay in this fight once it starts?” 
 
    Sledge smiled broadly. “Yeah, I think I am.” 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    P.C. Dickles sat up in his cot. The room he slept in wasn’t much bigger than the cot, but he had a private dormitory, such as it was. In the corner was a small basin where he could wash up. Next to that was a footlocker with two neatly folded jumpsuits. He had bought them after the last windfall of overtime, thinking he would switch out his uniform more often. 
 
    It was an idea, at least. The thing was, he had to go through the decontamination shower scene in full gear whenever he went into certain parts of the mine. As a supervisor, that meant about every day. So his mining gear was about as clean as it ever would get, changing out or not. It wasn’t like the place had an excellent laundromat. He looked around the room, eyes well-adjusted to the dark after several hours of sleep. 
 
    “I guess I’m up,” he said to the room. After washing his face and then his armpits in the sink, he dried off and pulled on his gear. 
 
    The hallway he stepped out into wasn’t much taller than his cubicle. He came to an intersection and decided to head toward the warehouse and loading docks rather than the cafeteria. His mind was a tangle of emotions and worries, but what he couldn’t stop thinking about was the two unworn jumpsuits. As soon as this mess in Transport Canyon was over, he would take all of his extra stuff to his apartment in Darklanding. And then he would start spending more time there. 
 
    There was no place he would rather be but mining, discovering all of the planet’s secrets no matter how deeply they were hidden. But he was a human, not an Unglok. 
 
    He held his left hand up to shade his eyes as he emerged onto the open area where mountains of ore had been stacked. In the early days of the crisis, it had been packed into crates and locked. Now there were piles of raw ore spilling everywhere. The warehouse was completely full. They had been able to store more inside by leaving the doors open so that it could flow outward when there was too much. 
 
    Still thinking of his extra jumpsuits, he walked toward the ledge that overlooked Transport Canyon. He wondered if he could store some of the exotics in his footlocker. Not for himself, but until it could be taken to Darklanding and exported from the planet. 
 
    The clouds of A19 were thinning. He could see more of the canyon than he could the day before. Something about the scene was wrong, but he could not describe what it was. There seemed to be an unusual amount of activity down there. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN: Heavy Transport Ships 
 
    Thaddeus counted each of the children as they crammed into Sledge’s vehicle. 
 
    Ryan hesitated at the door to the cockpit. “I should stay. I know the canyon better than anyone.” 
 
    “No. I need Sledge here with me. Amanda can show me where the rest of the townsfolk are and get them out before they’re hunted down and put to work by Ring’s goons,” Thaddeus said. “I’ll get these to safety. If anyone gives you a hard time at Darklanding, say that you’re all temporarily in my custody. That should buy you some time until we can figure out something more permanent.” 
 
    One of the scientific radios they were now using to communicate with beeped on Thaddeus’s belt. Sledge’s voice pushed through the static. “You better come have a look at this.” 
 
    Thaddeus pointed at Ryan. “Every one of these kids is your responsibility now. Don’t let them down.” He turned and jogged toward the observation point Sledge had set up. 
 
    There were about a dozen townsfolk who had returned from their scavenging operations. Thaddeus had placed them in observation posts and threatened them with arrest if they disobeyed his orders. It wasn’t the best way to inspire people, but he didn’t have time to build up goodwill.  
 
    When he arrived at the edge of town, he saw that there were several more that had struggled in with truckloads full of exotics. 
 
    He pointed at the driver of the first vehicle he came to. “Take that truck to the third building on the right and park it on the lines I painted there. We might need it for cover if this turns into a firefight.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? This thing is full of exotics. We need to hide it until we have a way to sell it,” the driver said. 
 
    “It’s hard to sell anything when you’re dead,” Thaddeus said. “You know the White Skull raiders better than I do. Think about it. But think about it when you’re doing what I just told you to do.” 
 
    He started running even before he finished giving the order and soon reached Sledge’s position. 
 
    “This would be a lot easier if these dumb-asses would just evacuate everyone,” Sledge said. 
 
    “No argument there. What’s the emergency this time?” 
 
    Sledge handed him the best pair of binoculars in Raven’s Haven. “Look down on the far end of the canyon. More ships have landed. These look a lot bigger to me.” 
 
    Thaddeus agreed after the first glance. There were ten of the new space vessels, each three times the size of the initial wave of reinforcements. “I think they brought too many ships. There’s no way they’ll fill those with what’s scattered from the train wreck.” 
 
    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Sledge asked. 
 
    Thaddeus cursed. “They probably didn’t stop mining when the train stopped running. They’re not just here for the train wreck, they’re here for everything.” 
 
    “Here comes your girlfriend,” Sledge said. 
 
    Thaddeus turned to look. 
 
    Amanda walked briskly toward him, took him by the arm, and led him away from Sledge. “I talked to one of the drivers. That girl you’re looking for is near the oasis. There’s at least one squad of the White Skulls between us and her.” 
 
    Thaddeus looked at Sledge, who was still watching the new arrivals across the valley. Thad stared into Amanda’s eyes. “Why didn’t you tell him?” 
 
    “I don’t like him. He’s a big, cocky jerk,” she said. 
 
    “Some people probably think he’s jovial,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “Not funny,” she said. “If you want to tell him, go ahead. I’m just telling you she’s out there.” 
 
    Thaddeus was trying to decide what to do with the information when he realized she was hesitating. He looked at her until she talked. 
 
    “The canyon wolves have a den near the oasis. If the White Skulls don’t find her, and I don’t think they’ll treat her well if they do, then the wolves will. They’re always hungry. Normally hunt at night, but she’s right there in front of them if she’s where Zach says he saw her last.” 
 
    “Why didn’t Zach pick her up?” 
 
    “He says he couldn’t get to her,” she said. “What are you going to do?”  
 
    “Talk to Zach.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Thaddeus found the man standing behind one of the fuel trucks. This one didn’t carry any recovered materials and only served to keep the other trucks moving. It was parked at the far side of town, where they didn’t expect there to be fighting. The driver had other jobs to do now that his mobile fueling duties were over. Somehow, from what Amanda said, Thaddeus knew right where he would be. 
 
    The truck looked ancient. The giant wheels were scarred from years of driving over rocks and other rough terrain, and more recently from smashing down bits of the train wreckage. He thought the paint had been white, but now was a sort of reddish-brown—darker near the bottom and around the wheel wells. He looked at the cab, but didn’t see any obvious signs of someone inside. Walking with purpose but not too quickly, he circled the vehicle. 
 
    Storming in and telling the man to do his job would only frighten the coward and send him running. He might not be a coward, Thaddeus thought. 
 
    What he found when he came around the back of the truck was a middle-aged man with a weathered face and tired eyes. The truck driver leaned against the back bumper, one hand supporting his weight and the other hand holding a metal flask. 
 
    “What you got there?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    “Whiskey.” 
 
    “You all right?” 
 
    “Tired as hell. Thinking about that girl.” 
 
    Thaddeus wasn’t sure about the man or his motivations, but thought maybe he was just someone stuck in a hard place. That didn’t make him any less pissed off that Zach left a young girl in the middle of a desert surrounded by wolves and raiders. He took a deep breath, then let it out. “Amanda says she was near the oasis.” 
 
    Zach nodded. “Can’t drive the fuel truck anywhere near that place. It’ll sink in the sand. She looked like she could run faster than I can, for sure. She had one of them damn pig-dogs with her. Those things scare me more than the wolves do.” 
 
    “What about the White Skull raiders?” 
 
    Zach took a sip of his whiskey. “Well, there’s only one squad, but I happen to have seen these guys work. The only ones rougher than them is White Skull’s personal crew. They come down hard and fast on anybody that crosses them.” 
 
    Thaddeus considered the information. 
 
    “I seen one full squad, armored and rested. Look like they were breaking camp. Two guards on the perimeter, to packing up gear, into going over some kind of map tablet.” 
 
    “Did you serve?” 
 
    Zach nodded. “I drove for mechanized infantry. Seen combat. Never went to Centauri Prime or anything like that, but I got a medal once.” 
 
    “Thanks, Zach. What’s it gonna take for a ground pounder like me to make it to that oasis?” 
 
    Zach considered him. “You look fit for an officer type. I bet you get there in less than an hour, depending on if that big horse going with you can run at all.” 
 
    Thaddeus laughed. “I’ve got a feeling he can move quicker than you might think.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: Showdown 
 
    “You don’t even have to ask,” Sledge said. “Once we pick up the girl, we can deal with these Jack-wagons together.” 
 
    Thaddeus checked his blaster, then pulled his hat tighter on his head. “All we have to do is take out twelve men in full armor, steal a girl who’s probably gonna run from you as soon as she sees you, get my stupid dog-pig to listen, and then fly the White Skull’s ship to the mines and save the day.” 
 
    “Easy,” Sledge said. “Maybe you and I will get along after all.” 
 
    Thaddeus held his good humor in check. He wished he had his ground forces company with him. He could almost hear their pre-combat shenanigans. This wasn’t the time to laugh and cut up. Ruby needed them, and so did the miners. He was beyond caring about the stolen exotics, but knew it would be best if he could prevent that as well. 
 
    They ran along a dried-up creek that was nearly invisible from a distance. If one of the airships made a patrol, it would easily see them, but for now, they were moving well toward the oasis. Sledge set the pace a bit slower than Thaddeus would’ve liked. He was glad he had been doing calisthenics and flipping tires in the vacant lot between the Mother Lode and the industrial area behind the saloon. 
 
    “What did she do?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    Sledge jogged a few more steps, catching his breath before he spoke. “It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “I think you have more combat experience than any SagCon special investigator I’ve ever met. I also wager you’re not the only one looking for her. So what did she do that justified sending one of SagCon’s top guns after her?” 
 
    He looked at Thad with the sly smile Thad was starting to get used to. “It would be better if you just left it alone. It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “Let’s stop here. I want to go up top and get our bearings,” Thaddeus said. He climbed to the top of the creek-gully and scanned the area with binoculars. He decided to drop something on the SI that the man probably didn’t see coming. “I ran into her brother a while back.” 
 
    “Ike? Now that’s interesting,” Sledge said. “He’s damaged. How long ago was that? I should have been updated on his whereabouts if he had been seen.” 
 
    Thaddeus put away the binoculars. “You just missed him. How about you answer my question?” 
 
    “Are you trying to protect her?” 
 
    Thaddeus stared him straight in the eyes. “Yes.” 
 
    For once, the big SI allowed his face to be serious. “Okay, good. She’s done some things that can’t be undone. But that’s not why I’m after her. SagCon wants her. The law wants her. I work for both, but the family is who sent me.” 
 
    “You came all this way just to take her home?” 
 
    Sledge exhaled. “All of this is going to depend on her. I’ve been in some bad places, including my share of battles on Centauri Prime. I’ve been scared a lot of times. The most scared I’ve ever been is when dealing with this kid. She’s smart, fast, and more ruthless than you think. So if I can grab onto her, I will. I’ll take her home, but she’ll probably escape at least three or four more times.” He nodded toward the canyon. “Why do you want to protect SagCon’s financial interest so bad?” 
 
    Thaddeus answered without hesitation. “I know the miners up there. They’re not going to let somebody take all that they worked for. They’re not soldiers and they’re not armed. It’ll be a bloodbath. I want to help them just as bad as I want to help Ruby.” 
 
    “Noble. Stupid, but noble. We have to be smart about this.” 
 
    Thaddeus slipped back into the dry creek and led the way around the oasis to where Zach had described seeing Ruby and Maximus. 
 
    The plan was simple. He hoped for at least one lucky break and got it. Just as it was starting to get dark, he saw a pair of eyes staring at him through the gloom. They were low to the ground like a wolf…or a pig-dog-thing. “Maximus, is that you?” 
 
    The creature moved forward without a sound. 
 
    “What’s that smell?” Sledge asked. 
 
    “Maximus,” Thad said. He reached forward and scratched the creature behind its ears until it squinted its eyes and made an odd sound from deep in its throat. 
 
    Sledge looked on skeptically. “Are you sure it likes that? You could get your hand bit off. I’ve heard those things are omnivores.” 
 
    Thaddeus patted the animal’s head. He squatted down and spoke carefully. “Can you take us to Ruby without being seen?” 
 
    Maximus turned around and headed toward the end of the creek. The direction it went wasn’t what Thaddeus would have chosen, but he followed the creature anyway. 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing,” Sledge said. “We’re heading away from the oasis.” 
 
    “Maximus!” Thad hissed. “Take us to Ruby.” He saw the dog’s head shaking side to side and imagined it was rolling its eyes. Instead of stopping to argue or turn around, the animal picked up the pace. 
 
    “I’m not feeling the humor in this situation,” Sledge said as he laughed under his breath and searched the night for potential ambush. 
 
    Maximus crouched lower as it ran until it slowed down. 
 
    Thad wanted to think the animal was taking them around a guard post or dangerous terrain. Every minute that passed made him doubt the animal was intelligent. He half-expected the thing to crawl into an abandoned animal den and take a random nap. It never looked back, or side to side, or stopped. 
 
    Sledge quit complaining. In his head, Thad created several backup plans and alternate routes back to the oasis but continued to follow Maximus. “You better know what you’re doing, mutt.” 
 
    Maximus dusted him with a silent but deadly fart in response. 
 
    “Oh my God!” Sledge wheezed. 
 
    “It takes getting used to. I really hate this creature sometimes,” Thad said. 
 
    Maximus slowed to a near-stop and crept forward like a cat. Thad and Sledge low-crawled after him to stay lower than the lip of the creek that was nearly gone now. 
 
    Ahead of them sat a single man guarding a White Skull ship. He had his helmet off. Staring at the moon, his blond hair and beard marked him as Stacy Rings, White Skull himself. 
 
    Maximus stared at the outlaw for a moment, then twisted around and crawled toward Sledge. He poked the big SI in the face with his snout, jerked his snout back the way they came, and left. 
 
    “He wants me to follow? Really? I could have just waited back there,” Sledge said. 
 
    “Dumb thing has been on the money so far. He must want you to help Ruby. Don’t forget our bargain,” Thad said. 
 
    Sledge looked him in the eyes but didn’t answer. A moment later, he was crawling after Maximus. 
 
    Time could drive a soldier crazy or save his life. Patience, not one of Thad’s natural attributes, had served him well during the Centauri Prime campaign. A hard-assed advanced infantry training NCO had taught him the lesson and he had passed it along to every member of his company. Now he dusted off the skill and watched Rings until he was sure the man was alone. 
 
    Should I ambush him? Shoot him in the back? 
 
    Thad couldn’t do it. He knew he should, but it went against every fiber of his moral code. He slipped out of his fireman’s coat, placed it over a rock, and moved quietly into the sandy clearing around the ship. 
 
    Rings turned around. “Good evening, Sheriff. I’m surprised to see you.” 
 
    “I bet.” 
 
    “I should have tossed a blasting charge in your new office, but my men have a fondness for the Mother Lode,” Rings said. He stood, reaching for his helmet and long-blaster on the rock next to him. 
 
    Thad drew his blaster and aimed from the hip. 
 
    Rings pulled back his hands. “You’re going to lose this contest. I may not have my helmet on, but I have armor and you have a shirt that needs to be washed. What’d you do, crawl all the way from Darklanding?” 
 
    Thad looked over the black combat armor and the sloppy white skull painted on his chest. He didn’t see loose pieces or damaged areas. If he shot the man, it would need to be in the head. At this range, he could knock him down with a torso blast, but it wouldn’t be enough to take him out of the fight. He glanced at the ship, fearing he was wrong about the crew. 
 
    “Nice of you to guard the ship while your men are out getting killed,” Thad said. 
 
    Rings laughed. “They’re hunting and gathering, so to speak. Once they’ve marked the exotics in this area for pickup, they’ve got my permission to claim some Ungwilook wolf pelts. They’d have some Glok trophies as well if not for this damn A19.” 
 
    “You thought you scared me off,” Thad said. 
 
    “Thought you were smart,” Rings said. “But you’re as dumb as my brother.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry he stole your girlfriend.” 
 
    Rings cursed and lunged for where his long-blaster leaned against the rock. 
 
    Thad fired, clipping him on the shoulder plate near his head. The force flipped the outlaw over the rock, but he was able to grab the blaster by the barrel and drag it over with him.  
 
    Thad sidestepped, then rushed forward. 
 
    Rings popped to his feet and fired where Thad had been a second ago. 
 
    Thad fired twice and moved again. 
 
    Rings circled the rock in the opposite direction, squatting low as he hopped sideways with the long-blaster pulled tight to his shoulder to aim as he moved. 
 
    Thad sprinted, grabbed his coat from the rock, and threw it like a net. 
 
    Rings fired, punching a hole through the dark shape of the fireman’s coat. 
 
    Thad aimed and squeezed off a single blast, striking Rings in the knee. The armor held, but the outlaw went down hard. 
 
    Thad rushed forward, firing on the move. 
 
    Rings rolled onto his back and aimed awkwardly as he pushed with his feet, sliding backward in panic. He held the trigger down to spray blaster bolts at Thad. 
 
    Thad dropped to his stomach, scrambling forward. He reached the rock where Rings had left his helmet and circled it. Popping up to one knee, he aimed with one hand and fired twice. 
 
    Rings screamed as his left hand disappeared and a second bolt hit the sand next to his face. 
 
    Thad rushed him, stepping hard on the outlaw’s good hand. “You can die right now.” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    “Now you want to talk? What was that about blowing up my office?” 
 
    “Wait. I can call back my men. Just help me. My hand’s gone!” 
 
    Thad reached down and unlatched the breast plate of Rings’s armor. “Your wrist was cauterized by the blast. Get that armor off and put these on.” He dropped his binding cuffs on the ground next to the outlaw. 
 
    “I only have one hand!” 
 
    “You’ve got a hand and two ankles. Pick one,” Thad said. “I promise not to post videos of you trying to walk on the thug-net afterward.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” White Skull moaned. 
 
    Thad tipped his head sideways and narrowed his eyes in mock concentration. “The term I think you’re looking for is ‘winner.’ Say it with me, Sheriff Fry wins every time.” He picked up his coat and pulled it on, ignoring the large hole in the middle of its back panel. 
 
    Rings swore as the pain of his injuries caught up to him.  
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Ruby waited for the dog-thing to return. She needed to slip away from the crews of the two ships that had inconveniently landed on both sides of her hiding place while she slept. Which really pissed her off because she had been getting some serious rest for once. 
 
    Odd how the middle of a desert clouded with A19 and God only knew what else brought peace. She’d crossed half the galaxy looking for a good night’s sleep, or it sure seemed like it. Maybe her nightmares and demons didn’t like Ungwilook. 
 
    Lying on her stomach as she watched the two ships, she rolled her right foot to forestall a cramp. As long as she moved slowly, she doubted she would be seen. 
 
    There were two ships and three crews of outlaw mercenaries in the ridiculous White Skull armor. She listened to bits and pieces of their conversations on the wind. Their boss had let some of them go hunting Ungwilook wolves, which they had no intention of doing. They preferred drinking a stolen cache of whisky and telling stories about the girls at the Mother Lode. 
 
    Ruby needed to tell Dixie about that. She didn’t think it would be hard to spot men posing as miners. These grunts weren’t secret agent types. She’d faced assassins and spies who understood how to blend. 
 
    “I’m bored,” she said. 
 
    One of the soldiers looked around, then went back to drinking. 
 
    “Boys and their booze. Gets ‘em every time,” she said, not too loudly. She wasn’t totally crazy. 
 
    No one heard her this time. 
 
    Something like an owl called in the night. She answered with a perfect imitation of an Ungwilook night bird, then waited for Thaddeus and his dog to join her hiding spot. It surprised her that the sheriff didn’t do better bird sounds. 
 
    “Hello, Miss Miranda,” a deep voice said. 
 
    Ruby locked her teeth together and glared at the new arrival. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “Taking you back to your grandfather,” Sledge whispered. 
 
    “Oh, really. I thought you worked for my mother,” Ruby said, not whispering. 
 
    “She pays me. A lot of people pay me. That’s why I’m always so happy. Now before you do something stupid, just listen to me for one minute. Sheriff Fry’s a decent man. He needs to get to the mines and stop a bunch of his friends from being killed during the real raid these assholes have set up. I told him I’d help. So if you are going to run again, can you please do it after I honor my obligation?” 
 
    She studied his face in the dim, A19-muted light of the twin moons. “I’m not into charity cases.” 
 
    “Charity? Call it a temporary alliance. Could be fun. Remember that time we busted up that bar in Tagolin 5?” 
 
    She snorted. “I convinced everyone to attack you then felt bad about it. You think that was fun?” 
 
    “Fighting and free drinks afterward. What’s not to like?” 
 
    A pair of armored feet stepped near their faces. A fully armored White Skull merc stared down at them, speaking through his helmet mic. “Well, look what we have here.” 
 
    Sledge winked at Ruby, then grabbed the man’s ankle and flipped him onto his back. 
 
    Ruby scrambled away from the fight. 
 
    Several of the outlaws rushed to help their friend. None of them saw her in the shadows. She slammed her forearm across the neck of one as he rushed forward. By the time he landed on his back, she was gone into the night. 
 
    She paused to watch Sledge. The man could fight. He front-kicked one of the armored men in the chest, launching him backward. Without hesitation, he dropped low, spun in a tight circle, and tripped the other with a leg-sweep. Then he was shooting on the move with a blaster in each hand. 
 
    She considered her options, then ran up the ramp of the closest ship. 
 
      
 
    * * *  
 
      
 
    Sledge was sad to see Ruby go. He’d really thought she would be up for a team fight. They’d never be friendly, but they had a lot in common. She was small but quick. Her parents had forced her to train in self-defense from an early age, and she had a natural ruthlessness in a fight that served her well. He had a couple of scars to prove it. 
 
    Two more of the White Skull’s goons rushed him. He took them out with aimed shots to their throats. The blasts didn’t penetrate the armor, but dropped them all the same. He holstered one of his weapons and started unlatching one of the breast plates.  
 
    Blaster fire forced him back. He returned fire and circled back to the half-removed breast plate, yanking it free of the groaning man, who was probably going to die from a crushed larynx. Then he used the black and white plate like a shield. 
 
    The ship Ruby had boarded lifted off. 
 
    He moved away from the downdraft of the engines. 
 
    The ship hovered, turned, and swooped low. 
 
    He stared in surprise, then roared. “Thanks, Ruby Miranda!” 
 
    The engines of her stolen ship had cleared a path to the other ship. He sprinted up the ramp and evicted the pilot from the cockpit. “Go ahead and jump off before we get too high up. I’d hate for you to break your legs when I throw you out the door.” 
 
    He primed the engines as the pilot considered retaking control of his ship. “White Skull is going to make you pay for this!” 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not,” Sledge said. 
 
    The pilot ran down the ramp as his companions were trying to charge up it. 
 
    Sledge punched the engines and lifted off, dumping the entire squad on their asses. 
 
    He looked back once, then established a pursuit vector of Ruby Miranda and her stolen ship. 
 
    Something wasn’t right. 
 
    He looked down as Maximus settled in for a nap under the instrument panel. “What did you eat today?” 
 
    The dog-thing rolled its eyes, then curled into a large, ugly ball of fur. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: Three Ships 
 
    Sheriff Thaddeus Fry, former ground forces captain, thought he might have been a decent Air Force or even Space Force pilot. He burned toward the mines like judgement tearing apart the sky. Once his vector was set, he started checking his long-range scanners—radar, sonar, and infrared because that was what he was familiar with. He left the more esoteric instruments alone. 
 
    What he found was both good news and bad news. 
 
    There were a lot of huge ships touching down near the mines. He thought most of them were freighters. Two small ships flanked them, then paused. He was too far away to know for sure, but he assumed these were deploying White Skull squads to seize the landing zone. 
 
    Minutes felt like hours as he pushed the engines of the airship as hard as he could. The only way he could stop two full squads in combat gear was to catch them in the open and hit them with ship guns. He hoped they would surrender first. 
 
    Once they made it inside the mines or any of the support buildings, he’d be screwed. One ship and a sheriff with a blaster couldn’t fix this. He needed a company of ground troops. Flashes of the first Centauri Prime assault haunted him for the rest of the trip. His memories felt dry and distant this time, but clear as the day they happened. 
 
    He brought the stolen ship into a tight orbit pattern around the mines and saw mountains of exotic ore flowing from the open doors of storage bays. The White Skull mercs pointed guns at groups of miners and shouted at them. 
 
    The crowd of miners grew larger and larger, outnumbering the armored soldiers by five to one, then ten to one, then twenty to one. Which only meant more of them were about to die. 
 
    Thad looked for a shot, but couldn’t find one. He wanted to swoop in and face down the squads with the ship, but knew the engines would burn the growing crowd of angry miners.  P. C. Dickles was at the front holding some kind of cutting tool as a weapon. 
 
    The two airships that had deployed the mercs lifted off and turned toward Thaddeus. 
 
    He dove on them and fired as soon as they were clear of the landing area. The first ship fired back as it struggled to build speed and altitude. Thad’s guns cut it in half. The wreckage tumbled into the canyon. 
 
    The other ship followed it, using the dive to build speed. Thad went the other way, uncertain of how he should fight the other pilot. Suddenly, his own skill in the cockpit seemed woefully inadequate. 
 
    The White Skull ship appeared behind him and fired. 
 
    Thaddeus steered to the right and then hard to the left. The airship felt slow and vulnerable. Something impacted one of the stubby wings. He lost altitude as warning klaxons filled the cockpit. 
 
    He struggled against the steering grips. The ship started to stall. He let it fall as his stomach jumped into his throat. “Air combat is for crazy people!” 
 
    The ship caught up to him and fired again. He narrowly avoided it. A red light appeared on the dashboard. Stunned for a second, Thad hammered the flashing button. 
 
    “Hello, Sheriff. Would you care for assistance?” Ruby Maranda asked. 
 
    “Why not,” he said as he flew increasingly desperate evasion patterns. 
 
    A new set of guns lit up the night. His pursuer went down in a ball of flames. 
 
    Several of the outlaw freighters still flying toward the mines veered away after seeing the dogfight. 
 
    Thad leveled his flight vector and checked his instruments. There were two ships following him now. “Ruby, I think you have a bogey on your tail.” 
 
    “Yeah, you might call him that. I don’t think he is quite mad enough to kill me,” she said. 
 
    “I might be,” came the voice of SagCon Special Investigator Michael “Sledge” Hammer. 
 
    “Don’t get too excited,” Ruby said. “There are still two squads of White Skulls down there.” 
 
    Thad circled back to the landing field that was more than half full of surplus ore. The situation had turned into a tense standoff as both sides watched the ships. The outlaw mercs pointed guns at the crowd of miners. Neither side backed down. 
 
    “I’m going to land and negotiate,” Thad said. “The two of you need to stay in the air.” 
 
    “Sledge should go down with you to watch your back,” Ruby said. 
 
    “So you can escape when it suits you,” Sledge said. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “As long as one of you maintains air superiority, I don’t care who it is,” Thad said. 
 
    “She’s not going down there. She could get hurt,” Sledge said. 
 
    “How sweet,” Ruby mocked. “I didn’t know you cared.” 
 
    “Listen, kid. You’re worth a lot of money and I don’t want your grandfather—or your mother, for that matter—sending a guild assassin after me,” Sledge said. 
 
    Thad landed his airship as they argued. As soon as it touched down, he realized it was never taking off again. The short wings had been damaged more than he thought. A little longer in the air and he would have become a glider that didn’t glide. 
 
    He took off his headset but kept it around his neck as the runaway and the SI argued in circles above the crowded landing field. He pulled his hat snug and made sure his coat wasn’t blocking his blaster. 
 
    P.C. Dickles strode toward him. “Sheriff Fry, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Dickles,” Thad said. 
 
    “I will thank you when you’ve cleaned up this mess. My men work hard. We need better security to protect what we pulled from this backward planet,” Dickles said. 
 
    “I don’t disagree. Unfortunately, all you have is me. Why didn’t you call the Marines at the spaceport?” Thad said, knowing the answer before he asked it. 
 
    “We couldn’t get through. I couldn’t even contact the Company Man,” Dickles said. 
 
    “That’s probably not a bad thing right now,” Thad said. He faced a man who looked like the senior of the two squad leaders, maybe the equivalent of a lieutenant or first sergeant. “We’ve got a problem here. You can take the freighters and leave, but my ships will just shoot you down. And even if you get by them, it will be with empty hulls. These men aren’t helping you load them.” 
 
    “White Skull will make you pay for this,” the squad leader said. 
 
    “Probably not,” Thad said. 
 
    The squad leader looked at the other squad leader. Radio communication Thad couldn’t hear passed between them for nearly a minute. 
 
    “Did you kill him?” the lead asked. 
 
    “Would you be in charge if I had?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    “No. We would avenge him. Just because we were forced to steal doesn’t mean we are without honor,” the leader said. 
 
    “I’m not sure I agree with your loyalty, but I understand it. I have him in custody. This raid of his is over. I need you to put down your weapons and surrender. We’ll let the courts decide your fate after that,” Thad said. 
 
    “You mean SagCon.” 
 
    Thad didn’t respond. 
 
    “Return White Skull to us and we will leave,” the senior squad leader said. 
 
    “Can’t do that,” Thad said. 
 
    “Then we start killing.” 
 
    “You could,” Thad said, wishing Dickles would tell his crew to get out of there. “All of you are soldiers. I can see that easily enough. We probably fought in some of the same battles. I know you could kill everyone here, but I think you’re bluffing. Slaughter gets old, doesn’t it?” 
 
    The White Skull mercs stared at him. 
 
    The leader spoke, “There is no honor in killing miners who can’t fight back.” 
 
    “We can fight back!” Dickles said. 
 
    “Give us one ship full of exotics and we will leave peacefully. And White Skull. He must come with us.” 
 
    Thad shook his head. “No deal. One empty ship and a head start before I send the Marines at the spaceport after you.” 
 
    The White Skull squad leader stared at him, hands gripping his long-blaster and stance ready for a fight. 
 
    Thad lifted the ship headset to his ears and adjusted the boom mic. “Sledge, please destroy one of the landed freighters. I need to establish my bargaining position.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Sledge answered. His ship changed course and fired on one of the White Skull freighters. The explosion caused everyone on both sides of the landing field to crouch and hold up their hands against the shockwave. 
 
    “SagCon won’t thank you for that,” the squad leader said. “We will be back for White Skull. It would have been better for you to hand him over. It might have saved lives in the future.” 
 
    “It is what it is. The clock’s ticking. I haven’t had dinner. Don’t make me hangry,” Thad said. 
 
    He watched them load into one of the White Skull freighters and lift off. 
 
    “Those dudes are pros,” Sledge said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Thaddeus answered. “I need to get Stacy Rings—aka White Skull—into the custody of the Darklanding Marines as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Good luck. They’re understaffed and under-motivated last time I checked on them,” Sledge said. “Now if you don’t mind, I need to deal with Ruby.” 
 
    “I can hear you,” she said. “I’m going back to the Mother Lode. I won’t run as long as you promise not to take me in right now.” 
 
    “So I can take you to your grandfather after you’ve had time to relax?” Sledge asked. 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    Sledge laughed. “I’ve heard that before. You’re going to be the death of me, girl.” 
 
    “That’s the idea,” she said. 
 
    Thad watched the White Skull mercs fly away and considered asking Sledge to shoot down the unarmed ship. 
 
    Exhausted, he listened to P.C. Dickles complain and tried to care. “I don’t know when the trains will be back in business.” 
 
    “But it will be soon, won’t it?” P.C. asked. 
 
    “Talk to the Company Man.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN: Reconstruction 
 
    Shaunte Plastes worked late into the night, squinting at screen after screen of angry numbers and dire financial predictions. The relief effort to Transport Canyon was going to be massive. There were far more people living in the badlands than her predecessor had led her to believe. The last Company Man had written them off as crazy survivalists and actively punished them whenever they tried to initiate trade with Darklanding. 
 
    She read the reports and shook her head. The townsfolk in the canyon didn’t have access to exotic ore. What they brought to market were mundane goods she saw as more valuable than her predecessor had. Why not establish a local economy? 
 
    She looked up at the sound of a knock on her door. Not expecting anyone, she assumed it must be the sheriff. “Don’t you normally just barge in?” 
 
    He opened the door, taking his hat off as he stepped through and closed it. When he turned around, she couldn’t believe how tired he looked. Dark circles ringed his haunted eyes. She knew without asking that he hadn’t slept since returning from rounding up the last of the outlaws. 
 
    “I’ve put Amanda Preston in charge of the Transport Canyon reconstruction,” Shaunte said. 
 
    Thaddeus Fry sat down in a chair and slouched. He nodded but said nothing. 
 
    “You’re sitting in my office? Now I know something’s wrong,” she said. 
 
    He didn’t take the bait. 
 
    She turned off her computer screen and pushed it to one side, then interlocked her fingers as she leaned her elbows on the desk. “I’m not a therapist or a mind-reader. You look like you need sleep and some time off. As soon as your deputy returns, you should take some time to recover.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about David Rings?” 
 
    “He was the sheriff before you. Someone blew up his office. I thought you knew that,” she said. 
 
    He worked on the crease of his hat, examining his work as though it were important. “It might’ve been useful to know he had a brother who hated him and was a former commando. I’m glad he didn’t come in to Darklanding to continue his vendetta.” 
 
    Shaunte leaned back in her chair. “His vendetta wasn’t with you.” 
 
    “Men like that have a vendetta with everyone. Sledge is having him shipped off to an ultramax facility.” 
 
    “Is that who he came to Darklanding to find? He spent a lot of time in the Mother Lode if he was looking for an outlaw living in the badlands,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “He wasn’t looking for Stacy Rings or any of the other mercs. He will be staying in Darklanding for a while, I think,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    Shaunte sensed there was more to the story but didn’t want to start asking questions when she didn’t know what they were talking about, and she didn’t have the time to listen to a long story, either.  
 
    The oversized special investigator from SagCon seemed to make friends easily in Darklanding. She didn’t understand it, because his type normally brought more trouble to the spaceport than anything. She certainly didn’t have any use for special investigators or other SagCon personnel. 
 
    “When do you think Mast Jotham will be back to duty?” she asked. 
 
    Thaddeus shrugged. “Currently he’s on some sort of spirit quest that can last a long time. I’ve been told these things can be fatal.” 
 
    “Do you have a replacement in mind?” 
 
    Thaddeus shook his head. 
 
    She waited for a while, but he just sat there brooding. Annoyed, she reactivated her computer and pulled it to her. Charts and graphs and digital messages spread across her screen as she reviewed progress reports on the reconstruction. 
 
    “You should have Amanda work with P.C. Dickles. He knows how to move ore out of the ground, it only makes sense that he could pick it up and transport just as easily. He may not like it, but I bet he’s a good person for the job,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    Shaunte’s eyes lit up. “That’s a great idea. I will look into it.” 
 
    He didn’t leave. 
 
    She stopped typing. “Was there anything else?” 
 
    “What do you know about Ruby Miranda’s family?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End of Episode 3. 
 
    Episode 4 is available for pre-order on Amazon: www.amazon.com/author/craigmartelle 
 
    Stay tuned, there’s more to come. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading this story. If you liked it, please leave a review. 
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    Author Notes: Scott Moon 
 
    I love a good story well told. Growing up in Kansas, Nebraska, and Colorado means every family trip is a long one. When I wasn’t fighting with my sister in the family car, I listened to mom and dad tell stories…or listen to Jimmy Buffett cassette tapes. When I was twelve, my mother suggested we write a book together for kids my age. That was thirty-six years ago. I’ve been writing ever since. As a lifelong creative, I play guitar, sketch, and do anything that seems like it could be an adventure—from martial arts to skydiving (when time and money allows!) 
 
    Darklanding is based on a concept by Diane Velasquez, Dorene Johnson, and Kat Lind who also provide developmental editing for the series. 
 
    When Craig brought me onto the project, he described it as Firefly meets Bonanza. As a fan of both shows, I knew this was a story I'd been longing to write. I grew up on Bonanza and Firefly has it's following for a good reason. He went on to explain that some of his other trusted collaborators who developed the idea—Diane, Dorene, and Kat, were excited about the idea as well. 
 
    So we moved forward. 
 
    Craig wrote the first episode, Assignment Darklanding, and asked me if I could write in this story-verse. I read Assignment Darklanding several times and listened to it on my phone app while driving several more. In short, I love the story, and we started working together in earnest. 
 
    Darklanding is about a cast of main characters that includes Sheriff Thaddeus Fry, Shaunte Plastes, Dixie, Pierre, P. C. Dickles and more. Each and every one of them has a unique story to tell on this frontier world. As the drama unfolded, there were new arrivals, including a mysterious runaway named Ruby Miranda and a brute of a SagCon special investigator named Michael “Sledge” Hammer. I've never been the type of writer to “caste” characters by comparing them to famous movie personalities. That being said, Sledge may look a little bit like “Hoss” (Dan Blocker) from Bonanza. 
 
    Character driven fiction has always been my favorite. Plot is merely the things they do to get the things they want but can’t have. As things got more complicated, I developed some of "beats" or "micro themes" that I use to keep track of the character’s shenanigans: Sheriff Thaddeus Fry / Who killed the previous Sheriff? / rich runaway and why she's dangerous / flipping tires / exotic A19 / Shaunte’s Triumph / outlaws / Mast Jotham and his Spirit quest / Justice / hard work / culture shock. 
 
    Do the trials and tribulations of the Ungloks resemble that of Native Americans and other populations that have suffered during empire building regimes? Perhaps. Science fiction has always been a way to talk about our worlds and our condition. Are we trying to make a statement? I don’t think so. The characters must speak from themselves. And yet…we can all relate, right? 
 
    I hope you enjoy Darklanding. Please share your thoughts with Craig and I as we continue this epic adventure on the edge of the nowhere. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



[image: Craig-Wickersham-Bust]Author Notes: Craig Martelle 
 
    Written on 11/12/17 
 
    I’m in my hotel room in Adelaide, South Australia. We arrived about eight hours ago, got our rental car, did the death defying drive on the other side of the road, and then turned over the care to the valet because I had no energy to try and find a parking spot. My wife is still asleep, god bless her. She travels a fair bit for her job as a university professor and when we go on vacation, we stay at Hiltons, too, so she has the coveted Diamond status. There are some incredible perks, besides the being away from home and spending a lot of money with Hilton parts. At least we have free breakfast for the next week.  
 
    I have a booming headache. Come on Alleve! It takes thirty hours to get from Fairbanks, Alaska to Adelaide. Thirty. Long. Hours. But my son is getting married and his better half is from here, so of course, the wedding is here. It’s going to be a grand affair. The new couple (they’ve been together for five years) have done some meticulous planning. And the weather is even cooperating. We left on December 21st, the shortest day of the year in sub arctic – less than four hours of daylight, arriving on nearly the longest day of the year down under. We went from 20F to 90F.  
 
    And I keep turning on the wipers instead of the turn signal. I was in no shape to drive yesterday, but there was very little traffic. Don’t like the way I drive? Stay off the sidewalk!  
 
    I love the direction Darklanding is going. I’d like to say that Scott and I had a detailed outline for all twelve episodes, but then I’d be lying. We had a number of ideas and put those into a spreadsheet. We put the characters in there, too, because when all is said and done, the characters and the individual stories matter the most. We want you to see them develop as much as we wanted to bring them to life. Each story is self-contained. That was our goal because we want episodes, where you can feel the issue of the day was resolved. But you want to see what mischief this crazy cast will get into next.  
 
    Episodes. Stories. And consistent delivery. Every 18 days. We are seeing that our message has resonated as the 18-day theme is popping up in the reviews, on Facebook comments, and elsewhere. We only have to deliver, but that’s easy. These stories are a lot of fun to write.  
 
    I will be the primary author on Episodes 1, 6, and 9. Scott will be the primary on the others. We don’t want either of us to burn out, and we both want to play with the characters. Episode 6 will take place completely off planet. It’s one of those episodes that you could put anywhere. It’s called SAGCON, so you have an idea what you’re going to learn about. 
 
    It was my pleasure to meet Scott Moon at the Smarter Artists Summit. When you meet someone in person and just like them? The sky is the limit. Richard Fox was leading the way in the meet and greet category. That was way cool. Richard is a lot of fun, too, but he already has a full plate with authoring and co-authoring. I approached Scott about the world of Darklanding and he loved the premise. Since Scott works as a lawman in his day job, it was a perfect fit. I can relate to the retired military moving into a new line of work, but only Scott could bring that give that new line depth.  
 
    Together, we’ve created Darklanding. And will continue to write these episodes and bring them to you.  
 
    In any case, time to take a shower and get ready to meet my six-month old granddaughter for the first time.  She is such a happy baby. I was blessed with my son – he wasn’t a cryer and slept through the night starting at seven weeks. Sounds like she’s the same way. I am happy for him and his partner.  
 
    Peace, fellow humans. Coming to you live from tomorrow, because Australia lives in the future… 
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