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CHAPTER ONE: Trouble 
 
    Sheriff Thaddeus Fry stood near the armored bus he had contracted to move Stacy “White Skull” Rings to the spaceport. The Marines, for reasons he didn’t understand, refused to hold the outlaw until the marshals could transport him off the planet. He studied the bus. An entrepreneurial Unglok had welded bars over the windows and added security passcodes to the doors. 
 
    It wasn’t half-bad for a cobbled-together prison bus he only needed for one trip. The rather stout bill for the project had been sent to Shaunte Plastes through SagCon’s convoluted purchasing process. 
 
    SagCon Special Investigator Michael “Sledge” Hammer stood beside Thad. “Mister Skull won’t be able to break out of this thing. It’s ugly as an Unglok bridesmaid, but stronger than a mining lift.” 
 
    “Mister Skull, that’s funny. Not sure if that’s better or worse than his real name. Thanks for tagging along. They wouldn’t tell me what the Marshal’s name was, so I couldn’t do a background check,” Thad said. 
 
    “The marshals started contracting this sort of thing to SagCon after the last statutorily mandated budget review.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Sledge shrugged. “Not a bad gig. I’ve done it a few times.” 
 
    “Do you know who’s coming this time? Should I be worried?” 
 
    Sledge smiled like a cat after a canary feast. “Worried? Oh, I don’t know. Probably, but not for the reasons you think.” 
 
    “You know this SagCon SI who is pulling transport duty for the marshals?” 
 
    “Used to be my partner. She probably won’t want to leave once she figures out Ruby is here,” Sledge said. “She’ll stick White Skull in the Marine brig until she’s ready to leave Ungwilook.” 
 
    Thaddeus shook his head. “Already tried. The company commander won’t even answer my calls. All I want is him out of my jail.” 
 
    “Ha! You call it a jail? My old partner will handle everything. You’ll see,” Sledge said. “She has a way with Marines.” 
 
    The SagCon ship landed an hour after dawn. The cool air was dry and colorful. The mountains beyond the mesa created a panoramic backdrop for the spaceport’s landing fields. Like most SI ships, this one was high-tech. It landed swiftly and shut off the engines before the dust settled. 
 
    Sledge clapped his hands together and went up on his toes like a kid at a birthday party. “I can’t wait.”  
 
    “Don’t get weird on me, big guy,” Thad said. “Is there something I should know?” 
 
    “You’re going to hate me for not telling you,” Sledge laughed. 
 
    Thaddeus watched the ramp drop. A few moments later, SagCon Special Investigator Penelope Fry-Grigman strode onto the tarmac. Thad took a step forward, reaching with one hand, then reversed direction and tripped over his own feet. 
 
    “The look on your face!” Sledge said, slamming a broad palm on Thad’s back. 
 
    Thad dropped his hand as though he’d forgotten it belonged to him, keeping his eyes focused on the starkly beautiful redhead in SI dress fatigues, and assessed the situation. His heart rate leveled off, then slowed a bit. “She may be my first ex-wife, but I think she’s more pissed at you than me.” 
 
    He watched as the familiar ice and fire in her eyes missed him for once and decimated Sledge’s laughter. 
 
    “Special Investigator Hammer, may I remind you of regulation Alpha Tango 0810? An agent of SagCon will not abandon his or her partner in the field!” 
 
    “Uh, oh,” Sledge muttered as he backed away with both hands raised, palms out. “Listen, Penny, I had good reasons.” 
 
    “Don’t Penny me, Sledge!” Her red hair had been slicked back and glued down, giving her ivory skin and full lips a harsh look. She cut her partner to pieces with her green-flecked hazel eyes. 
 
    Thad wasn’t sure his ex-wife had even noticed him. If this continued, he might actually feel bad for the brute who had thought a surprise reunion would be funny. 
 
    “Penny, I was going to come back, but I got a lead on the Ruby Miranda case,” Sledge said, retreating further and sidestepping to avoid her wrath. 
 
    She grabbed the front of his jumpsuit and pulled herself up onto her toes to glare at him. “I told you she couldn’t be caught by one person. That’s a team assignment. Did you find another partner someplace?” 
 
    She jerked her gaze toward Thad without warning. “Hello, Thaddeus.” 
 
    “Um, hello, Penelope,” he replied. 
 
    She turned her attention back to Sledge before Thad had finished speaking. 
 
    “I had to take the worst assignment on the SI board, with transportation accommodations that would make a Priestess of Hedon blush. Have you ever shared a cabin with a pair of Yonji twins? Well, have you?” 
 
    “No, Penny. Can’t say that I have,” Sledge muttered. 
 
    “Of course you haven’t! I need a bath just thinking about it. Where are we staying?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, the thing is…there aren’t a lot of long-term hostels in Darklanding. I moved into the establishment where the Sheriff of Darklanding has his temporary headquarters,” Sledge said. 
 
    “Fine. Help me with my bags, and by help, I mean get them from the ship and carry them. You have a lot of shit work to do to make up for that stunt. I should have filed a formal complaint,” she said. 
 
    Sledge leaned closer to Thaddeus. “A formal complaint always leads to dismissal. Your ex-wife is pretty mad this time. Have you ever seen her this mad?” 
 
    Thad shook his head. “You have no idea.” 
 
    “Can you be there when she figures out where we’re staying?” Sledge asked. 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Thad said. 
 
    “I better get her things from the ship.” 
 
    Thaddeus ruminated on his fate as he followed the SagCon partners. She looked good and he looked scared, despite lumbering down the street with three times her mass. He held her considerable collection of battered luggage under his arms without apparent effort. Thad recognized one rather long piece of Penny’s luggage as her infamous sniper rifle. Thinking about what she could do with it gave him chills. 
 
    Darklanding is a strange place, Fry-man, he thought. He’d come here to escape his past, and here was his first wife as fired up and ready for a fight as ever. If she could find him, they all could. 
 
    “I need a drink,” he muttered. 
 
    Sledge hurried alongside Penny, nodding and pleading with her—maybe promising to do this or that or whatever. Thad wasn’t close enough to eavesdrop. The sight of her stirred something in him, but he was wary and tired. There was more than one reason things hadn’t worked out in the Fry-Grigman household. 
 
    He focused on the crowds of miners heading to the transport trollies—the same conveyances he had jumped on to help with the mining collapse his first or second day here. He wondered how Foreman P. C. Dickles and his crew were doing now that most of the debris from the recent train derailment had been gathered and stacked outside Raven’s Haven for re-shipment. 
 
    Darklanding never slept, not really. SagCon ran the place for a profit. The people working here struggled to get ahead, be they human or Unglok. 
 
    Thad stopped and looked toward the Unglok sector, contemplating calling his partner on the radio, but hesitated. He’d learned from Sledge, of all people, the importance of the spirit quest to an Unglok like Mast Jotham. 
 
    “Are you coming, Thaddeus?” Penny said as she turned toward him and stood with her hands on her hips. 
 
    Thad pulled his hat down snug and took his time. 
 
    “Don’t annoy me,” she said. 
 
    “But it’s what I do best.” 
 
    She moved her head sideways without moving her neck, expressing attitude he both loved and hated. Their eyes met. She turned her back on him and walked toward the Mother Lode. 
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Stacy Rings looked at the orange jumpsuit he’d been wearing for a week, then at his greasy hands. The floor of the customized bus was slick with grime that could never be completely washed away. Thousands of boots had tracked in years of the filthy goo from the mines of Ungwilook. He rubbed it into his hands, then studied the front of his prison jumpsuit. 
 
    He slowed his breathing and squinted, concentrating like an artist creating a masterpiece. Then, all at once, he sketched a skull on his chest. Standing and turning in a circle to display his work to the other prisoners, he laughed and threw back his head. 
 
    “You can’t keep White Skull down!” 
 
    A big Unglok, tall and unusually thick, glared up at him from his bench seat. “You mud skull. Muchly mud skull. Ha. Ha. Ha. Stacy is human girl name, me think.” 
 
    White Skull punched the Unglok before the eight-foot-tall bonerack could stand. His fist slammed into the almost-human face, violently rocking the native’s head backward. 
 
    The Unglok shook all over, roaring as he tried to stand despite being bolted to the floor in four places—both ankles and both wrists had been manacled with stainless steel. 
 
    The Unglok cursed in his own language, yanking on the restraints with all his strength. 
 
    White Skull stepped back. “Well, isn’t that a riot. You’re bolted down like an angry rhinoceros and I’m standing here looking out the window like an inconvenienced tourist. I ought to take you with me when I escape.” 
 
    “Human filth!” snorted the Unglok. “You can’t escape. My people must help. You no plan have.” 
 
    White Skull moved closer to the cage door at the front of the bus, keeping an eye on the raging Unglok. “You’re pretty thick for a Glok. Is one of your parents human?” 
 
    The Unglok prisoner thrashed against his restraints hard enough to rock the bus. 
 
    On the other side of the cage door, an Unglok driver hammered one fist against the metal grating and yelled in his language. 
 
    White Skull didn’t know a word of it, but he understood. Quiet down, asshole. I’m trying to read my horoscope up here! Or something like that. He giggled and clapped his hands as the conversation between the Ungloks became heated. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWO: Spirit Quest - Part One 
 
    Darkness surrounded Mast Jotham as he rested on the first landing he had found in nearly an hour. Just large enough to lie across, the platform had never seen a candle or incense. “I have come farther than anyone else. Which is disappointing, because this place looks just like the last three, except each of those possessed traces of burnt offerings and a ceremonial blanket.” 
 
    He looked up and saw blackness. Down was more of the same. His entire universe consisted of the landing and the ladder extending in two directions—up and down. “For the record, talking to one’s self does not help muchly.” 
 
    Sleep came as he grumbled about his feet hanging off the edge and the stagnant air making his head cold. This was no different than the mines. When he was deep enough, the air would be poison. Just like the A19 gas was poison aboveground to Ungloks. 
 
    Mast thought about Sheriff Fry. Do not be angry with me, friend. Lingviat is right. I need this spirit quest. And a blanket. Why is it suddenly so cold? 
 
    He curled into a ball and dreamed, which was a monumental event. Ungloks only had nine dreams in their entire lives. Each held a riddle and could mean everything or nothing to the path of an Unglok’s life. 
 
    Mast pushed his back to the wall of the vertical shaft and shuddered so hard he thought he would fall from the narrow ledge where he had slept fitfully. He wept and tried to speak, but the words that came from his mouth were a confusion of Unglok and human languages. The dream had been beautiful, but not of Ungwilook. 
 
    “Am I to be cursed? Will I be banished from my home world? Why do I see this wet world full of green things and strange animals?” 
 
    No answers came. 
 
    “I would like not to be so greatly cold,” he said. 
 
    Then come down to see us. 
 
    Mast Jotham, Deputy Sheriff of Darklanding, went as still as a hunted animal—no more trembling or crying or talking to himself. He wondered if the thought was his own. “Did I just hear the spirit of the planet?” 
 
    He looked upward. “Lingviat, why did you send me on this quest?” 
 
    The Unglok priest neither heard nor answered. 
 
    “I really thought the legends were stories for toddlers and crazy people too afraid to have their own spirit quest,” he said, muttering the words since he didn’t have an audience. “Voices from the deep. Night terrors. Can there really be a sentient power in the deepest crust of the planet?” 
 
    Without knowing where his courage came from, he started to climb. Best not to think too much. Just complete the quest and climb to the surface. Lingviat would glare at him in disapproval no matter what he reported. The old priest didn’t know what was down here. No one had ever come this far. Only Mast Jotham was muchly stupidly willing to keep going. 
 
    The climb was easy despite several sleep cycles without food. His water was gone now as well, and that would be a problem. He’d already gone deeper than was safe. There should have been poisonous gases to drive him back to the surface, but there weren’t. Maybe on the next level. Maybe he would fall to his death. Maybe he would go crazy and start talking to himself. 
 
    Come down to see us? Mast thought. He tried the words over and over in his head, analyzing the way they sounded and trying to believe that the first phrase had been his own—a random thought born of boredom. After a time, he abandoned the exercise because it was too disturbing. If the initial plea had been his own mind, then it came from a place far deeper than his consciousness could detect. 
 
    He descended steadily into the darkness, pleased with the strength of his grip. His muscles ached and his back felt tweaked in several places. The strange exercises that Thaddeus Fry taught him were having a positive effect. Many times, he had wanted to tell the sheriff that lifting things and running around in circles for no reason was not something that Ungloks did. Children, maybe, but adults moved with more purpose. 
 
    He occupied his mind with thoughts of the sheriff and his strange pet in the exercise yard. Whatever the creature was, it was not something from Ungwilook. He wondered how it came to be on this planet and why it decided to tag along behind the sheriff. 
 
    Before he knew it, Mast was at the next ledge. This one was so small that he did not think he would be able to sleep upon it or rest for long. He waited for the voice and heard nothing. Now he felt foolish. There was no reason to descend this deeply into the spirit quest shaft. He did not even have a candle or other item to leave on this ledge to prove that someone had been here. Perhaps that was what had happened to other questers. 
 
    The more he thought about it, the more it made sense that many people had been here and just never said anything. 
 
    “Okay, listen to me, mysterious voice in my head,” Mast said. “I need a very good reason to continue muchly downward.” 
 
    He waited. “I’m waiting.” 
 
    The silence of the darkness was absolute. This vertical shaft was extremely wide. For all he knew, there could be a small lake at the bottom. Maybe, he thought, other questers had descended on the opposite wall of this huge vertical hole and found an entire buffet of food and drinks and entertainment left by more conscientious questers in the past. It was a silly thought, but he cherished it for longer than was reasonable. 
 
    “Still waiting.” 
 
    The time before Ungloks understood numbers… 
 
    Mast wrinkled his brow in concentration. “That is a senseless and incomplete thought. Surely not one of mine.” 
 
    He leaned against the wall and tried to rest. There was a limit to his endurance and patience, even after all the unnecessary training the sheriff had put him through. 
 
    Our journey has ended. 
 
    Mast looked around for the speaker, even though he knew it was his imagination or some crazy genetic memory bubbling to the surface of his brain. Maybe he had found the poison gas layer after all and was slowly dying. “Listen, you crazy, random firing of my brain synapses, I am tired of this climbing and shivering and being hungry. If your journey has ended, there is no reason for mine to continue. I will go back up now. Thank you for your muchly stupid riddles.” 
 
    We die. 
 
    Mast, with one hand already on the ladder to ascend toward the surface, froze in place. He gathered his courage and looked downward. “I don’t want to be sad. Your story sounds very bad.” 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER THREE: Bad Decisions 
 
    Thad cut across the lobby of the Mother Lode and went straight to the bar. “Pierre, give me a double shot of whiskey, then put my tab on hold for the rest of the week.” 
 
    Pierre wiped a glass as he moved toward Thad’s barstool. “Should I be worried? You’ve never made such a senseless request before.” 
 
    He pulled down a bottle of amber liquor, filled a shot glass, and slid it toward Thad. 
 
    “My ex-wife is in town,” Thad said as he took the shot, hooking his other thumb over his shoulder. “I’ll need my wits about me. One last drink, and then cold turkey.” 
 
    “Ah, of course,” Pierre said as he cleaned another glass. “She is stunning…in a slightly homicidal kind of way.” 
 
    “Okay, maybe one more,” Thad said. 
 
    “Sorry, Sheriff. Rules are rules,” Pierre said. 
 
    “Good man, Pierre. I was just testing you.” 
 
    Penelope “Penny” Fry-Grigman stared at each patron in the room. Some ignored her, others left, and a few whistled when they thought she wasn’t looking. 
 
    “Poor bastards,” Thad muttered, wondering when these drunks would realize she wasn’t the type of woman to be catcalled. Massaging remembered injuries from when she had broken his fingers on their first encounter, he watched her move. The early days of their relationship had been a rollercoaster of passions. She had been just as tough then, a bit younger, but always as rough and ready as they came in Ground Forces. 
 
    Dixie slid onto the stool next to him. “Who’s she?” 
 
    “First wife.” 
 
    “Oh, gawd. How long did you take to realize your mistake? Not long, I hope. Cold as ice. I can see that from here, and I’m not just talking about her nipples. Isn’t there a song about women like that?” Dixie said, leaning close and pressing against his arm as she whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Fiery temper,” Thad muttered. 
 
    “You men always think that’s what you want, but it isn’t. Look at me, Thaddeus Fry. What’s wrong with a warm touch?” 
 
    He stared into her eyes. His heart raced. “Nothing, Miss Dixie. Nothing at all.” 
 
    “Maybe you should slow down on the whiskey,” she sighed. “You don’t know how it hurts me to say that, because your eyes look like you might make a bad decision.” 
 
    “Bad?” 
 
    “By bad, I mean good.” 
 
    A thrill went through places Thad was trying without much success to control. He needed to clear his mind, even though he didn’t want to look away. Dixie was right here, ready for anything. She curved toward him and he didn’t pull away. 
 
    “I think,” Dixie purred, “we are making progress.” 
 
    “What did you put in that glass, Pierre?” Thad asked. 
 
    Pierre leaned both elbows on the bar. “A man’s last glass of whisky should be something special. I was hoping you’d pass out. It’s exhausting seeing all the women in the bar make eyes at you.” He turned around to clean a row of beer mugs. 
 
    Thad barely heard the barkeep.  
 
    “You’ve done so much for Darklanding. Let me show my appreciation,” Dixie said. 
 
    Thad smiled. “You’re a beautiful woman, Dixie.” 
 
    His eyes lingered on the blonde hair pulled back from her throat. Everything else in the room was a blur of background noise. Something moved in to smear the visual input he was trying to ignore. 
 
    Something…or someone…with red hair and a melodic laugh. Penny was letting her hair down, which she almost never did. Thad couldn’t remember the last time she had been “off mission” for more than ten seconds. After they’d been married in a VCC (Vegas Certified Chapel)—with a level-five Elvis impersonator, whatever that was—they’d had a red-hot honeymoon spanning three different planets. 
 
    They’d treated it like a mission, with mission critical intensity—living all they could while they could. 
 
    Once, she had let her hair down literally and figuratively as they watched a sunset on a beach. She’d sang her favorite songs acapella as she leaned back into his arms. 
 
    She wasn’t singing now, but her laugh had that quality as young men crowded around her table like errant knights seeking the favor of a magical princess. 
 
    He stood up. Dixie held his left bicep with surprising strength. 
 
    “Sit down, stud. Are you trying to hurt my feelings?” she asked. 
 
    Thad controlled his breathing as he stared at the men standing around his ex-wife. The crowd of dirty miners suddenly looked like they had cleaned up and done fifty push-ups before puffing out their chests for Penny. Where were the broken-down slobs with grease on their foreheads and under their fingernails? 
 
    “Listen to Dixie,” Pierre said. “There’s a reason I cut off your whiskey. You had the right idea. Don’t mess it up now. We haven’t had a general brawl for a long time and I am rather happy not having to replace tables and chairs.” 
 
    Thad ignored them. He wasn’t willing to yank his arm free of Dixie. Didn’t want to pull her off her stool or knock her down, and it was obvious she wasn’t letting go. 
 
    “Let’s go upstairs, Sheriff. Call it an inspection or something. Do your duty,” she said. 
 
    The way she lilted the words into his ear set him on fire. 
 
    “This is worse than combat. Why can’t you just let me punch someone?” Thad said. 
 
    Penny looked over the heads of her suitors, making eye contact with Thad. A second later, she raised one eyebrow. 
 
    “I hate her,” Dixie said, releasing Thad’s arm. 
 
    “You hate all the women who are after the sheriff, which is about all the women on the planet as far as I can tell. Makes no sense to me,” Pierre said to Dixie, who was now slightly behind Thad. 
 
    He wanted to storm forward, but decided to make Penny wait. She wasn’t exactly running into his arms. 
 
    “I hope none of his other wives show up. What a shit-show that would be,” Dixie said. 
 
    Pierre laughed and leaned across the bar to talk with her in low tones. 
 
    Thad clenched his teeth. Some of the miners were looking at him, ready for a fight and eager to prove their devotion to their redheaded enchantress. 
 
    Penny stood up. “You boys are lovely. Give a girl a moment, please.” 
 
    The hardheaded, hardworking men of Darklanding acquiesced immediately. It was like watching street dogs attend a black-tie gala. 
 
    Penny strutted slowly across the room, flipping back her luxurious red hair with one hand. She stared straight into Thad’s soul. A funny thing happened as she came nearer. Her eyes focused on something behind him, the stairs perhaps or the most direct route to her room. 
 
    She was one step away when she changed course and headed for the stairs. “I’m not here for you, Thaddeus Fry.” She smoothed the front of her jumpsuit with both hands and smiled wickedly. “That woman isn’t your type. You know that, right?” 
 
    He tried to answer as she glided past him without altering her sensuous stride. She took the steps gracefully and never looked back. 
 
    Thaddeus Fry, realizing his mistake even as he made it, followed her at a somewhat less than safe distance. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FOUR: Devlin’s World 
 
    Sledge watched Thad follow Penny up the stairs and hoped the man knew what he was doing. Penny was a force of nature—too much woman for him on the best of days and downright scary when she was in a mood. For a moment, it had seemed Dixie was going to score. Sledge wouldn’t want to be Thaddeus or the madam if Penny had stood up with a blaster in each hand and bittersweet memories of young love turning to black fire with jealousy. 
 
    Dixie had a thing for Thaddeus. Sledge tried not to think about it and mostly failed. He’d taken his shot and been rejected. It happened. Good ole Sledge Hammer just kept smiling and making friends. Sooner or later, Dixie would open up and realize he was a good catch. 
 
    She didn’t want the sheriff. She only thought she wanted the sheriff. 
 
    “Come on, Dixie. Look over here and see a man who really needs you,” Sledge muttered. 
 
    The woman pressed closer to Pierre at the bar. 
 
    She’d almost made her move on a man vulnerable after a close encounter with a woman he had undoubtedly loved at one time. Penny had probably been Thad’s first love, come to think of it. He had married her multiple times after all. 
 
    Now it was Dixie and Pierre at the bar with Thad and Penny upstairs doing…well, it was better not to think about what they might or might not be doing after ten years and several marriages apart. “Good ole Sledge doesn’t need much more than a good whiskey and a crew of friends to pass the time.” 
 
    Several of the Mother Lode ladies gathered around him. “We’ll be your friends.” 
 
    Dixie looked at them like an alarm had gone off in her head and waved for them to spread out and entertain the other patrons. 
 
    “But, Dixie!” they said as they pouted and found new friends. 
 
    Sledge looked up the stairs. 
 
    Whatever you do, Sledge, don’t think of ditching her on Devlin’s World. Ahgg! Why’d you do that? “Pierre, I need a whiskey. Neat, if you please.” 
 
    “Neat,” Pierre said as he put down the glass. 
 
    Sledge looked into the glass, counting ice cubes and shaking his head. He poured the liquor into his stomach then chomped on the ice. “Thanks for the rocket fuel. My favorite. One more please. Make it two.” 
 
    Now that he had thought of Devlin’s World, there was no point resisting memories of the overcast skies and chitinous natives. Their inky black eyes gave him the creeps. 
 
    Sledge couldn’t help it. His thoughts returned to Devlin’s World and the events from mere weeks earlier. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The planet that became Devlin’s World was covered with oceans. Sledge didn’t know or care why there were no major continents. There were three super islands where most of the heavy industry and agriculture existed. Like most worlds inhabited by humans, there was war. And this was where those wars happened. 
 
    However, Devlin’s World was unique for more than its geography or its proximity to shipping lanes. Over a century ago, it became a designated rebellion planet, reserved for strife and political intrigue. The power elite and the governments they ran felt there was a need for a relief valve, a place where social and political discontent could be expressed in relative isolation. The local population resisted the idea by immediately forming an underground resistance that played right into the bizarre machinations of intergalactic politics. SagCon and the other galactic powers wanted rebellion. The natives of Devlin’s World gave it to them from day one. 
 
    Unfortunately for everyone involved, new technology in space travel had made the planet unnecessary as a spaceport, so now it was just a hot mess. 
 
    “It’s about time SagCon pulled out of this place,” Sledge said. “Not getting much juice out of the squeeze.” 
 
    Penelope Fry-Grigman didn’t answer. He understood she was listening, but chose to focus on her area of responsibility as they moved through the embattled streets. She was new to the special investigator service, a recent transfer from the SagCon military branch. The Sagittarian Conglomerate could wage war with any nation-state it chose, but generally participated in proxy wars for the sake of good manners, if nothing else. Why throw your weight around when there were plenty of second-rate governments with third-rate armies looking for work? 
 
    Sledge moved to a corner and aimed his rifle down a wide alleyway made for transporting heavy machinery to the back of a warehouse. He took his time searching for threats and traps. Then, without looking back, he gave a signal to Penelope. “You’re clear to move, Penny.” 
 
    Her clear voice was low and firm in his earpiece. “Moving.” 
 
    She reached his position and glided past him to the next point of cover. He watched her scan an area he could not see, and then gave him a hand signal combined with a brief radio confirmation. “Covering.” 
 
    “Moving,” Sledge said as he darted forward. 
 
    Gunfire broke out on the next street. 
 
    “That doesn’t involve us,” Penny said. “Focus on the mission.” 
 
    The mission was finding the safest possible route to the SagCon landing zone. Most of the diplomats and civilians had been evacuated. As was always the case with such complex operations, the last units faced a nearly impossible task—fighting and escaping at the same time. 
 
    “I’m sending word to Captain Chambers. This may not be the perfect route, but it’s as good as it gets,” Penny said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Sledge said. “FYI, that firefight that doesn’t involve us is moving closer. I’m going to set up a blocking position while you organize with Chambers.” 
 
    He moved to the street corner in question and set up behind a concrete traffic barrier. He checked all of his magazines and moved them to more advantageous positions on his tactical vest. He wanted the fully loaded magazines closer to his centerline with his nearly empty magazines—that he had saved rather than drop—positioned toward the back of his gear. True to the rather twisted and archaic rules of engagement, he was carrying weapons appropriate to Devlin’s World; which meant semi-automatic and automatic firearms relying on smokeless gunpowder and brass casings. The antiques were fun up to a point—loud, smoking, and full of satisfying recoil when used. 
 
    He checked his boot knife and his medkit. Then he was out of time. A full squad of Pro Chaos Fighters advanced toward the landing zone using the tried and true bounding overwatch tactic. In this case, pairs of soldiers moved on each side of the street while their companions covered them from positions of solid cover. 
 
    He saw something he didn’t like. “Well, Penny, we might’ve guessed these PCF jerks would break the rules. They are all about chaos.” Sledge chuckled at his own joke. 
 
    Penny answered by radio. She sounded like she was checking her weapons and ammunition. “Let me guess, they’re not using antique firearms and harsh language this time.” 
 
    “Winner! Ding, ding, ding!” Sledge said. “She gets it on the first try. Looks like most of them are armed with blasters. I’m just glad they’re not driving mechs or tanks.” 
 
    “I’ll get over there to help you as soon as I can. Our people are moving fast, but even pros like us have limitations. Let me make sure our principals have reached the landing zone, then I’ll be on my way,” Penny said. 
 
    “Acknowledged. I’m going to have to take the first shot if we have any chance of winning this fight,” Sledge said. 
 
    “That’s against company policy, even in a war zone,” Penny said. 
 
    Sledge laughed. “Better than dying.” 
 
    “Roger that. On my way in five,” she replied. 
 
    The first pair of Pro Chaos Fighters to enter his field of fire were soldiers, real soldiers, not a bunch of nutjobs hyped up on Chaos propaganda and adrenaline.  He didn’t want this fight—especially didn’t want to kill people not much different from him. He couldn’t determine their sex or race. They were humanoid in shape and Earth humanoid in stature. Were they human beneath their helmet visors and armor plates? Hard to say. 
 
    None of the chitinous natives came above ground without armor or some kind of disguise. He didn’t think this was a squad of Devlins, because they normally swarmed in battle—thousands of crab-faced berserkers ready to die for their home. 
 
    He didn’t want his adversaries to be humans and wasn’t sure if that made him a good man or a bad man. 
 
    “Just stop right there. Have a chaotic love-in somewhere else, if you don’t mind,” Sledge muttered as he stared down the sights of his rifle. They were already close enough to dust him, their blasters would carry the day quickly once the battle started. 
 
    He took a moment to admire the squad leader’s skill. Fire teams moved forward while other fire teams covered them in a classic bounding overwatch. He lost himself thinking about the way things should be and wished war were straightforward. All he ever wanted as a young soldier was to fight for king and country—so to speak— with men and women he trusted by his side. 
 
    What am I now, a mercenary? 
 
    Something on one of the rooftops caught his attention and he realized his mistake instantly. The most disturbing part was that the trap must’ve been set for someone of his skill level, if not for him specifically. Whoever planned the ambush had guessed he would get caught up critiquing his enemies while he maintained a mediocre position of cover and felt overconfident. 
 
    Pivoting on the balls of his feet, aiming without thinking, he directed a burst of gunfire toward the units creeping along the rooftops. 
 
    It was too late. They had the advantage and were using it. Three pairs of grenades fell on his position. He jumped up, turned, and ran without a second thought. Blaster fire smashed the buildings and the street around him as he huffed and puffed toward the next building. 
 
    Something struck his shoulder, knocking him down. He scrambled to his feet and dodged sideways as he ran—repeating the infantryman’s mantra, “I’m up, I’m running, he sees me, I’m down behind cover…” 
 
    Sledge dropped to his stomach as several blaster bolts and automatic rifle bullets ripped through the air above him. Something bit his shoulder again. He barely felt it as he hopped up and sprinted toward the SagCon landing strip. 
 
    “Penny! Coming in hot with hard chargers on my six,” Sledge shouted into his radio mic. 
 
    “Strength?” 
 
    “Platoon or greater. Blasters and Devlin Accord weapons types,” Sledge said.  
 
    He was knocked down a third time and knew he wouldn’t get back up. Three times was too much. No one was lucky enough to escape from three hits regardless of what type of weapon it came from. A sound came from his throat he didn’t recognize and his lungs were on fire from oxygen debt as he sprinted the final distance. 
 
    Ships were taking off and landing. His vision blurred. Somebody grabbed him by his shoulder and pushed him toward a ship as SagCon Marines jumped from a landing ramp and opened fire at his pursuers. These units were not part of the Devlin’s World conflict, and had no limitations on their armaments. Their heavy blasters drove back the PCF mercenaries. 
 
    “Penny, you all right? Watch out …coming … well-trained … the pain,” Sledge said, his words transmitting slowly, disjointed, and confused. 
 
    She laughed at him, but it was a tense laugh. He felt her pushing harder, then she slapped him on the ass as he finally went inside the ship. Confused, he tried to turn around but she wouldn’t have it. Not for the first time, he realized how strong she was despite her small size. 
 
    “Thanks, Grandfather,” Penny said as she pushed Sledge ahead of her on the shuttle ramp. 
 
    “Penny, do I look old enough to be a grandfather?” the man said. 
 
    “You know you don’t, but you’re no kid either. Youth doesn’t come cheap and you’re richer than the five wisemen of SagCon,” Penny said. She wiped dirt and grime from her face. “That was a hell of a fight.” 
 
    “It looked like it,” Cornelius ‘Grandfather’ Vandersun said. “Doesn’t seem entirely done.” He nodded toward a swarm of soldiers running to cover. True to the archaic nature of this conflict, a group of Pro Chaos Fighters set up a heavy machine gun in a clock tower and rained death upon the local militia. 
 
    “Not my people, not my problem,” Penny said through clenched teeth. “We’re not here to babysit half-trained militia grunts. I don’t have a beef with the PCF, and now that all SagCon civilians have been evacuated, it’s time to go.” 
 
    The Army of Organized Restoration positioned their machine guns on a rooftop across the plaza from the PCF and opened fire on the square. 
 
    Cornelius closed his eyes at the sight of the final SagCon squads caught in a crossfire between two opposing forces. 
 
    “What the actual…” Penny said as Sledge interrupted her. 
 
    “Everyone is fighting everyone, Penny. SagCon is pulling out. Doesn’t mean we can just stand aside and watch mass murder.” Sledge’s mind cleared enough to speak, but between his words, he saw pulses of red and black as his heart pounded in his throat. 
 
    Penny climbed down from the shuttle ramp and stepped away as a squad of SagCon security forces bolted toward the landing zone at one end of the plaza. They were almost to their shuttle when the PCF gunners strafed them and the second shuttle. Shoulder-held rockets reached out from a dark building, slamming into the nose of the non-military craft that had been requisitioned for the evacuation. The cockpit exploded. Moments later, the damaged craft tipped over. Crew and passengers scrambled from the flames. 
 
    Penny never said a word as she ran to help the wounded. Sledge pushed toward the door, but the crew chief shoved him back easily despite their extreme size disparity. 
 
    “You’re already a casualty. Going out there will only slow her down and get her killed,” the chief said. “Get back in your seat.” 
 
    Wounded SagCon soldiers piled up on the loading ramp. Cornelius and the crew chief dragged them in, cursing and grunting with effort. 
 
    “That’s it. Time to go,” the pilot announced from the cockpit. 
 
    “Penny!” Sledge shouted. 
 
    Cornelius pushed him back to his launch seat. “I like your partner. Tough broad. Probably too much woman for an old man like me.” 
 
    “I’m going back for her!” Sledge said, holding the blaster wound to his left arm. 
 
    “No, you’re not. You’re going to Darklanding to find my granddaughter and save her life,” Cornelius said. “This shuttle is already over capacity. She can take care of herself—has a better chance of survival than you would if the roles were reversed.” 
 
    “Frag off, old man. She’s my partner.” 
 
    Cornelius Vandersun, one of the richest and most powerful personalities in the known galaxy, nodded at his pilot and waved one finger in a circle. 
 
    Engines flared as the ship fought free of the harsh gravity well of Devlin’s World. 
 
    “You’ll like Darklanding, SI Hammer,” Cornelius yelled over the noise of the rockets. 
 
    Sledge held onto the straps of his launch seat, wishing he could look down and see Penny escaping the chaotic revolution of the day sweeping across Devlin’s World. 
 
    All around him, medics tried to keep wounded men and women alive during liftoff, which amounted to verbal encouragement and cursing. 
 
    Sledge fell into a dark funk when the ship entered the void and medics scrambled to care for their patients. Penny was a badass, but that didn’t make it right to leave her down there to fend for herself. He started to get pissed off at her, feeling more and more like she had shoved him onto the ship and abandoned him—not the other way around. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sledge’s thoughts returned to the present. He looked up to see Ruby walk out the front door, turning quickly and bolting into the darkness.  
 
    “Dammit!” He vaulted from his seat at the bar and ran through the Mother Lode and into the night.  
 
    Wisps of shadows where there shouldn’t have been shadows. Movement when all was calm. Silence when there should have been sound.  
 
    Sledge’s focus narrowed. He could feel her movements unlike any other time he tracked her. He walked down the middle of the street, thumbs hooked in his belt, eyes forward as he let his peripheral vision tell him all he needed to know. He followed her without following, because he knew. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Ruby eyed Sledge from the top of the crude Unglok stairway. He had been especially persistent this time when she thought he would be comparing notes with his old partner, SI Fry-Grigman. Instead, he had renewed his pursuit of her like a crazy man. 
 
    She had long ago learned the value of knowing her enemies. His past was both pathetic and romantic. She thought she knew just the card to play. All she needed was a few words and she could knock him down a notch. 
 
    This part of Darklanding was pre-SagCon development—carved from stone and positioned out of the seasonal winds that plagued the mesa. 
 
    “You picked a good location,” Sledge said. “I think I could catch you, but it’d be ugly, and I assume you have something to say.” 
 
    “I saw SI Fry-Grigman in Darklanding. Are you surprised she’s alive?” Ruby asked. 
 
    “Not at all. She’s tough. And smart.” He paused. “And too stubborn to die.” 
 
    Ruby snorted. “You’re full of Yindor manure. How do you live with yourself?” 
 
    He made the broad, over-sincere smile all the girls at the Mother Lode loved. “I’ve got a great sense of humor. I’m also patient. Sooner or later, I’m taking you back to your grandfather.” 
 
    “I’d go with you right now if you weren’t lying. I’ve got warrants for murder and my mother has a capture contract on me. I’ve considered turning myself in for the reward, it’s so massive,” she said. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow and nodded, thumbs tucked through the tactical belt of his smoke gray jumpsuit. “Lot of money.” 
 
    “I tried to go to my grandfather. Sent him messages. Jerkfaces like you intercept them and come after me every time. I’m starting to get irritated,” she said. 
 
    “What do I have to do to convince you he sent me?” Sledge looked around, assessing his chances of capturing her. They weren’t good. 
 
    Ruby laughed. “I’ll believe you when he stands there and tells me himself.” 
 
    Sledge dropped his chin to his chest, muttered something, and shook his head in weary frustration. “That’s not what I’m being paid for.” He looked up hoping that she could see the sincerity in his eyes. 
 
    “I’d go anywhere with my grandfather. You know that. Don’t piss me off,” she said. 
 
    “I do know that! Why do you think I told you who I’m really working for?” 
 
    “He doesn’t pay. Everyone knows that,” she said. 
 
    “Some things are worth more than money.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Respect. Loyalty. Honor,” he suggested. 
 
    Ruby laughed. “You almost had me. Have you ever met my grandfather?” 
 
    Sledge crossed his thick arms, stretching the high-tech fabric of his immaculate jumpsuit. “Respect, honor, and loyalty are important to me. My grandfather taught me about all three on the open range in the dead of winter when not every animal in the herd could survive.” 
 
    Ruby crossed her arms and tried to stand taller. “Are you lecturing me or trying to capture me?” 
 
    “I know you respect Cornelius. Why else would you try so hard to follow in his footsteps.” He dropped his arms and shook his head. “Listen, kid, I didn’t want to come here. Believe it or not, I wanted to go back for my partner, even though I was wounded—for the record.” 
 
    Ruby listened. Something about the hairy-knuckled brute seemed sincere. 
 
    “I was a soldier before I became a lawman.” 
 
    “Is that what you call working for SagCon?” 
 
    “But I felt the need for justice before either career began. If I thought you murdered those men, we wouldn’t be standing here chit-chatting. I’d have hit you with a stun-bolt.” 
 
    “You’d miss,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe.” Lifting his chin to stare down at her, he waited. 
 
    She backed away, then stopped. “Don’t creep up on me. You’re already too close.” She peered around for Penny or the sheriff just in case they were helping him this time. “I didn’t kill them. You have to believe me.” 
 
    He stepped forward when he saw the tears rimming her eyes, believing her for once. 
 
    “You say you think I’m innocent. You say you’re taking me to Grandfather Cornelius. I can’t risk it.” 
 
    “You can’t get off Ungwilook. Darklanding isn’t that big. Transport canyon and the rest of the wilderness is too dangerous to provide a hiding place, even for you.” 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for! Use your stupid stun-gun!” 
 
    “I think I’ll wait for Penny to help me. We’re going to catch you, Ruby Miranda Vandersun. You can let us take you to one of your grandfather’s sanctuary planets or wait for some trigger-happy bounty hunter to spot you.” 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FIVE: Battle of the Frys 
 
    In the morning, Thad felt worse than he would have after a night of hard drinking. He wasn’t accustomed to staying up so late regardless of how easy and natural it had seemed at the time. 
 
    His problem wasn’t alcohol. It had been a while since he truly indulged—the price of good liquor being what it was on Darklanding. He was wondering what the feeling meant, and if coffee could fix it, when Maximus chuffed noisily. 
 
    He looked down at the strange animal. “You sure I can’t talk you into a run?” 
 
    Normally, such an absurd suggestion would cause the animal roll its eyes or display his unique ability to fart on cue. Maximus merely looked away from Thad in disgust. 
 
    Thaddeus glanced back and saw Penny standing against the wall of the building on the north end of his vacant lot training field. She had her arms crossed and one booted foot up on the wall like an old cowboy. 
 
    “You saw her, didn’t you, you filthy animal?” 
 
    Maximus snorted, looked away, then preened the side of his face with one foot.  
 
    Thad pretended not to see Penny, turning to face his training equipment instead. 
 
    The tractor tires, heavy chains, and thick ropes were right where he left them. His newest acquisition included a collection of Unglok counterweights used to measure local agricultural yields. None of the weights translated well to human measurement systems, but he didn’t really care. He had heavy weights and really heavy weights to move around and get stronger, and that was the only measurement system he needed. 
 
    What surprised him was a basket of peaches set on the upturned packing crate that he used as a desk and/or stool, depending on the needs of the workout.  
 
    He stared at the fruit, unable to control his salivation. For a moment, his mind went blank. How could fresh fruit make it to Darklanding, much less his vacant lot gym? 
 
    Penny sauntered up beside him and crossed her arms. She nodded at the peaches. “Aren’t you going to read the note?” 
 
    Thad realized he was already staring at a paper envelope attached to the box. He was so stunned by this unexpected treasure that his mind was crawling around in confusion. He swallowed and reached down to pick up the bundle. Without thinking about it, he tossed Penny one of the peaches. 
 
    His ex-wife bit into the peach and talked with her mouth full. “Who’s your admirer?” 
 
    Thad concealed his annoyance, or thought he did. “You owe me five hundred credits for that peach.” 
 
    “You’re scowling!” She laughed in a way he remembered fondly but was annoyed by at the same time. He didn’t really want her to be here in Darklanding. 
 
    “That’s not what you said last night.” 
 
    “Maybe I sent the peaches? You know, to make amends. Maybe you’re going to get lucky again tonight,” she said. 
 
    Heat rushed to Thad’s loins. “Frag it, Penny, you don’t understand what peaches on Darklanding mean.” 
 
    Penny sighed explosively and threw up her hands. “You always complained I was too serious. Now you’re obsessed with fruit economics.” She looked around, planting her hands on her hips. “Is this the best you can do? Flipping tires and climbing ropes, really?” 
 
    She rolled up her sleeves and tied her boots tighter. 
 
    Thad put down the letter and the fruit, then rolled up his sleeves and tightened his boot laces. “Get away from that. You can’t just start flipping tires. You’ll throw out your back.” 
 
    “You talk like an old man. Where’s the Thaddeus Fry I used to punish on the obstacle course?” 
 
    Thad thought about the note in the short message. The word scrolled through his mind… Why don’t we finish what we started? 
 
    “Do you know how to run, Penny? Because that’s how we are starting this dance,” he said. 
 
    She laughed louder than he had heard in a long time. “Oh, you poor man. I’m going to punish you with running.” 
 
    “I think you punished me enough during the divorce,” he muttered as they started jogging around the large vacant lot. 
 
    “Thaddeus,” she said. “The lawyers kept things simple. All we had to do was sit across the table and glare at each other.” 
 
    Thad stop talking and concentrated on his breathing and his stride. He set the hardest pace he’d attempted since arriving in Darklanding. The early morning sun glowed above the spaceport, small traces of the recent A19 disaster gave the atmosphere a magical ambience. The regular line of transport ships descended from the upper atmosphere and made their way to landing zones. 
 
    He tried to watch Penny without getting caught watching her. She wasn’t the most beautiful—or even the toughest—woman he’d ever met. Throughout the early morning workout, they panted around the training field trying to out-sweat each other. He couldn’t help but think of when they first met and how much he had come to love her. The reasons they had fallen apart and argued constantly seemed less clear now. 
 
    She grabbed the edge of one of the tractor tires, which was several times larger than she was, and hoisted it up to her hips with perfect technique. When the edge of the tire reached her midline, she thrust her hips forward, using her legs, core, and upper body muscles in fluid synchronization. As impossible as it seemed before it happened, the tire flipped over and smacked the ground with considerable force. 
 
    Thad could almost taste his pride driving him toward a terrible decision. “You use two hands?” He shook his head. “I learned this when I was recovering from my blaster injury. This will put hair on your chest.” 
 
    He knelt down and gripped the knobby edge of another heavy tire with one hand. He braced his feet and stabilized his spinal erector and abdominal muscles. After sucking in a deep breath, he pushed down his diaphragm to create pressure around his spine, then heaved with all of his might. 
 
    During this type of maneuver, the arms were merely connection points; like ropes with hooks at the end. There was no reason having only one hook would cause his legs to work any harder, or so he thought. 
 
    Something popped in his left knee and he felt a flash of heat. It was too late to stop the maneuver, so he sent the tire over, where it crashed to the ground in a cloud of dust. 
 
    Penny eyed him suspiciously as she clapped slowly. Then she crossed her arms. “Be careful, old man. Don't get cocky just because you were raised in Earth gravity.” 
 
    Thad clenched his teeth against the pain and spoke with artificial nonchalance. The gritty tension of burning misery in his words could not be entirely concealed. “I’m not any older than you are, woman. If I was an old man, I’d be retired and enjoying a cold drink on a hot beach.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shaunte watched Dixie walk out of the Mother Lode with a basket of fresh peaches hanging from her arm. She wondered if the big-haired super-blonde had penned another secret fan letter for Thaddeus. Against her better judgment, she had watched the madam of the Mother Lode creep to Thaddeus’s workout field and leave him a gift. It was an easy thing to watch from her office window. That didn’t mean she had time for such nosiness. 
 
    She didn’t care what Dixie did, or what Thaddeus did, or what anyone that was not helping her put Darklanding back together did. 
 
    Then why are you still thinking about it, she asked herself. 
 
    “It must be nice to be able to go after any man you want without concern for your reputation,” Shaunte said as she turned away from the Mother Lode main room. She’d taken more and more to looking down on the place from the walkway to the stairs on the highest level of the establishment. The noise of the automatic piano and loud conversations mixed with the clinking of glasses when the workers had enough money to get drunk. 
 
    She closed the door behind her and faced her office, resisting the urge to look out the window for as long as she could. When it was unbearable, she walked and stared down on the vacant lot where Thaddeus Fry often exercised like some sort of college freshmen. 
 
    “Well, look at that. The hits just keep on rolling,” she said as she crossed her arms and glared at the new girl in town, or new mean-as-hell woman, if she was going to be accurate. 
 
     Sheriff Fry was sitting against one of his stupid tires massaging his knee. His ex-wife, SagCon Special Investigator Penelope Fry-Grigman, reached out and rubbed his shoulder. 
 
    The sight was intensely unpleasant. She grumbled under her breath and stormed out of her office, turning and heading straight for Dixie’s room. Nothing really made sense to her right now, but she wasn’t stopping to second-guess herself. 
 
    The madam of the Mother Lode was out. Pierre and anybody else who might interfere with her curiosity was working in the bar below. She opened the door with her passkey and began a tour of Dixie’s apartment. 
 
    She wasn’t quite sure what she expected to find—maybe a pair of Thaddeus’s boots and a bunch of discarded bottles of liquor. And what if that was what she found? This was none of her business and she was being ridiculous. Her eyes rimmed with tears and she clenched her fists in frustration at her own irrationality. 
 
    Of course, there was nothing to indicate a night of drunken debauchery. There was, however, a very neatly organized desk. A fashion catalog caught her eye and caused her to sit down and page through it. To her surprise, Dixie had excellent taste, even if she never wore any of these items in Darklanding. She wondered what the buxom blonde would look like in decently fitting clothing of the most modern style. 
 
    There were other things on the desk as well. Several impressive stacks of credit chips caught her eye. She dared not touch them. She didn’t even keep that much cash on hand. Beside the stack of money was a peach. 
 
    “You just have to flaunt your wealth,” Shaunte said to the room. She lifted the peach and felt the weight of it in her hand. “That has to be worth four or five hundred credits.” 
 
    Feeling incredibly guilty, Shaunte put the peach down and checked to make sure she had not disturbed anything else in Dixie’s room. She left feeling naïve and vulnerable. The madam of the Mother Lode had more money than she did, probably more money than Pierre or other businessmen in Darklanding. 
 
    There were suddenly too many mysteries in Darklanding. Not for the first time, she blamed the sheriff. Except for people getting blown up in their offices, things had been routine in the spaceport before he showed up. 
 
    She stepped out of Dixie’s room, closed the door, and marched smartly toward the stairs and the walkway that surrounded the saloon below. Before she could reach that relative zone of safety, she ran smack into Sledge. 
 
    “I am on official business,” she said before she could think. 
 
    “I never said you weren’t,” Sledge said. 
 
    “You were going to her room!” 
 
    “And you are coming from her room. I’m really no good at this. I thought she liked men,” Sledge said. 
 
    “What? No, no, that’s not it at all,” she said, watching disbelief color his expression. 
 
    He held up both hands in a placating gesture. 
 
    Shaunte decided it was time to change the subject before she was found out. She could fire Dixie and have her kicked off the planet, but she didn’t think she could face the embarrassment of being revealed as a snoop. “While I have you here, can you please explain to me why I have two SagCon Special Investigators poking around?” 
 
    Sledge narrowed his eyes at her. “Have you been spying on Dixie?” 
 
    Shaunte lifted her chin regally and snorted. “I think you should answer my question, Special Investigator Hammer.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose it’s pretty simple. I’m here looking for a runaway fugitive and Special Investigator Fry-Grigman was called to transport White Skull to an ultramax facility off planet.” 
 
    “Don’t play games with me, SI Hammer. Are you looking for a runaway or a fugitive?” 
 
    Sledge didn’t answer immediately, clearly annoyed with the way this conversation was going. The expression on his face was a mixture of disappointment and resentment. The verbal duel was well beneath both of them and he didn’t seem to appreciate it. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of Cornelius Vandersun?” 
 
    Several things clicked together for Shaunte. She put one hand against the wall and leaned on it for balance. The idea wasn’t totally foreign to her, but she hadn’t actually believed the rich girl runaway could be from such a powerful family. Such thoughts were amusing but little more than daydreams. 
 
    “Are you telling me Cornelius Vandersun is Ruby Miranda’s grandfather? “ 
 
    Sledge smiled. “I’m guessing that you want to help me as much as you can, so I can get her off this planet. As a bonus, I’ll take Penny with me as well. That just leaves you and Dixie to scrap over the sheriff.” 
 
    “We’re not scrapping over the sheriff!” 
 
    “Of course not,” Sledge said. 
 
    Shaunte pushed past Sledge with a huff and stormed back to her office. No sooner had she slammed the door and stomped to her desk than she saw the green message light on her computer. Green only met one thing: a special directive from SagCon. 
 
    She didn’t want to open the file and stood tapping her fingers next to the keyboard screen for a full minute. Random thoughts polluted her mind. She tried to corral them, focusing on her mantra of hard work and its relationship to success. None of her usual tricks worked. “Maybe I need to set up a special expense account for medicinal alcohol, or find a therapist on this godforsaken planet.” 
 
    She didn’t believe in the calming effects of alcohol, or therapy for that matter. A good success coach might be able to help her through this mess, but she suspected she was just overworked and would soon have everything under control. 
 
    She opened the message and skimmed to the end. Normally, she scanned for relevant details and then read it in more detail once she had the overall gist of the message. What she saw in this mandate from SagCon was simple and disastrous. 
 
    From now on, the Ungloks could only be paid in SagCon company credits…digital money for an analog culture. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SIX: SagCon Credits 
 
    P. C. Dickles stepped down from the ten-ton, eight-wheeled truck too tired to stretch his back despite the stiffness tying him in knots. His back was one solid muscle cramp. All of his joints popped when he moved. The sun hurt his eyes and the air was dry. He never thought the air out here could scratch his throat. He was accustomed to the toxic environment of mine shafts full of dust and fumes. From up on the mountain, Transport Canyon had looked like a postcard paradise, but the magic was gone now that he was there. 
 
    “This place is a desert,” he said as he walked toward the science building. He stopped halfway so he could get a good view of the convoy he had brought with him. The demands of the job required him to mix human and Unglok work crews, which was never a good idea under ideal circumstances, but Shaunte Plastes had put him in charge of this operation and he wanted to get it done and get back to the mines. 
 
    Twenty-seven trucks were now parked bumper-to-bumper down the main street of Raven’s Haven. Crews jumped down with varying degrees of agility. Not everyone on his team was as old as he was. Of course, a man had to be pretty young to not be old in his line of work. 
 
    Dickles was supposed to contact a woman named Amanda Preston, or something like that. He didn’t see her but saw plenty of other townsfolk working like it was the day before payday. Something nagged at him for a moment until he realized what it was. There were already Unglok workers here. 
 
    How had they gotten here? He’d never heard of them down in the canyon and knew that they were highly allergic, to the point of fatality, to A19, which had only recently been blown free of the area by Ungwilook’s unpredictable weather system. It seemed rash for them to already be toiling away in the unfamiliar environment. Had they been bunkered down in these buildings during the entire crisis? 
 
    He slowed his pace as he thought about the situation, stopping well short of the science building to stare at the town and the people in it. The strangers looked as though they had lived here their entire lives. 
 
    A woman’s voice caught his attention and he turned around to see who could only be Amanda Preston, the leader of Raven’s Haven. 
 
    “I said they’re hard workers,” the woman repeated. She had the look of a frontier woman, her hair tucked up under her hat and her jumpsuit covering any place skin could be exposed. Her work gloves looked rough and well-used, and her boots were a few weeks away from needing to be replaced. Her jumpsuit had been patched many times and was made from common fabric, even though it was obvious she was not a common laborer. 
 
    “You’re surprised they live here,” she said. 
 
    P. C. Dickles was surprised. He was even more surprised that she told him, because it had to be some kind of secret. “Why are you telling me this?” 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably, then shrugged. “I’m tired of lies and subterfuge. The Ungloks living in Raven’s Haven are outcast from their society, which probably makes them double outcasts from everyplace else.” 
 
    “Why would you hide them?” 
 
    She studied him with a face that would make professional poker players wary. “Let me show you around. We have a lot of work to do. If it’s all the same to you, I would appreciate your discretion. Leave the Unglok problem to me.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea. The Gloks ain’t bad workers, if you know how to talk to them.” 
 
    Amanda’s eyes dropped ten degrees below freezing. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    Something caught Dickles’s attention, causing him to excuse himself from the conversation. Amanda glared at him. He pretended not to notice. What did he care if some woman he just met approved or disapproved of him? 
 
    Most of the Ungloks were congregating around the lead truck in the parked convoy. They were strange people, hard to read their emotions. Dickles didn’t like what he was seeing. They looked angry, maybe even violent. Encountered one-on-one, in some dive bar or on a side street, they could be belligerent. Most of them knew by now it was a bad idea to tangle with a human. The Ungloks were taller but less dense, and usually not as strong as a human. They didn’t show their emotions often. 
 
    He approached carefully. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    One of the Ungloks was pushed forward as their spokesperson. The others formed a line behind their impromptu leader. “We can’t take this form of SagCon payment. What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    Dickles realized he had missed something. He wasn’t an office worker type. This wouldn’t be the first time he missed a memo or policy change. 
 
    He held up a hand to stall them and backed away from the growing crowd. It wasn’t difficult to see the humans watching the confrontation from their own little groups. Even the locals of Raven’s Haven were watching now, gathered along porch railings and near the doors of their shops. He pulled his battered tablet from the utility pocket of his jumpsuit and opened his messages. 
 
    The process seemed to take forever. He didn’t care about memos and messages or the stupid politics of SagCon. Why would he update his tablet software every five minutes like the computer support officer seemed to want? He had a job to do back at the mines and the sooner he got there the better. 
 
    What he read was bad news. 
 
    He closed his eyes and said a little prayer before he realized what he was doing. The Ungloks were looking at him strangely, the crowd seemingly having grown already. Local Ungloks from Raven’s Haven joined the non-human miners at the lead truck. 
 
    Dickles affected a careless shrug. “SagCon credits are the most valuable thing on the planet. You like to get paid, right?” 
 
    “Not muchly the most valuable to us here. Shrines don’t take SagCon credits. Neither do herdsmen in the high mountains. Or craftsman who mend clothing greatly. How do I bury credits for days of rainy?” 
 
    P. C. Dickles looked at the humans in the area and then back to the agitated crowd of Ungloks. Some were angry, others looked sad and hurt. He didn’t understand what the problem was. They were paid more than they were worth for the amount of trouble they caused him. He wished this crew were all human. He thought he would already be done by now if he had the right people working for him. 
 
    The ungenerous thought bothered him, which only made him angrier. 
 
    The Ungloks muttered in their language and pointed at Dickles. He didn’t know if they were growling at him. It sounded like laughter, even if he couldn’t imagine why they would go from anger to amusement at his expense. He clenched his teeth and glared at the leader. 
 
    “I’ll talk to payroll, but it won’t change anything. We need to get to work right now,” he said. 
 
    “Why talk to payroll? If it won’t work to talk, what is the point of talking?” the Unglok leader said. Several of the others started stomping around each other and grunting in their language. 
 
    “What are you doing now? Throwing tantrums? Stop acting like a bunch of children,” Dickles said. 
 
    “You do not know us. My people are trying to calm themselves and do what you say.” 
 
    Dickles felt like he was three inches tall. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Thaddeus didn’t have time to deal with prisoners, not after what Shaunte had dropped on him the second he walked into her office. He didn’t know how corporate officials and politicians could be so stupid. There were a few things that should not be tampered with in a frontier or an army: Food, liquor, women, and pay. But mostly pay. 
 
    Getting paid was the reason people lived in these hellholes. He needed to find Mast Jotham and get some advice. His friend’s absence was starting to cause him a great deal of grief. Thad wished he knew what the Ungloks would do if pushed too far. 
 
    The lockdown facility where he had stashed White Skull and several of the more problematic citizens of Darklanding was simple; the reinforced cells were strong enough to contain an explosion. He didn’t have state-of-the-art prison facilities, but the locals knew how to make a tough building. The sooner he got rid of White Skull and the other troublemakers he’d gathered up since his assignment to Darklanding the better. 
 
    He unlocked the front door with a thumbprint and his personal code, then went into his secondary office. He hated the place and spent as little time there as needed. The temporary structure had been placed squarely on the ruins of his old office and felt like bad luck. Rather than retrofit the jail cells that had survived the blast, he’d had them knocked down and replaced with another temporary but explosive-proof prefabricated dormitory that had originally been designed to store explosives. Seemed prudent and more than adequate for his needs. He didn’t plan on arresting a lot of people. 
 
    He checked his messages and stalled as long as he could, noting that the coffeemaker didn’t seem to be working and that there was no food in his small refrigerator. Eventually, he made his way down the hall, checked the security protocols, and slid back the communication panel to White Skull’s cubicle. 
 
    “I read your alert on my tablet. What’s the problem?” Thaddeus asked. He checked the facility log, noting that White Skull had been harassing the other prisoners over the general comm system required by the Prisoner Fair Treatment Act. In old world prison cells, inmates could yell through the bars. Since modern facilities—even his ugly jail—were tighter than airlocks, the law had mandated the general comm system. 
 
    Thad pushed the warden’s bell. A timer appeared, indicating how long he could harass the inmate with the loud sound. He released it almost immediately, not wanting to use up his allotted time all at once. 
 
    White Skull didn’t move at first, but remained lounging on his cot as though Thad had inconvenienced him. He looked greasy and tired. 
 
    “Well, thanks for showing up. I’m sure you have a real busy schedule here on Darklanding, lawman,” White Skull said. 
 
    Thaddeus fought his impulse to respond to the jibe. He went through a round of combat breathing exercises to calm himself and said nothing. In with the good air…out with the bad air… 
 
    White Skull pushed himself up from the cot, sitting on the edge as though he expected Thad to come inside and sit down for a chat. He stared at the window, obviously calculating his words. 
 
    “There’s a lot more going on in Darklanding than you realize. I’m not sure you appreciate who Ruby Miranda is or what type of trouble is circling the spaceport as we speak,” White Skull said. 
 
    “What the hell you talking about?” Thaddeus didn’t like the feeling he was getting from this conversation. 
 
    “I mean when there’s one Vandersun, there has to be more. If you were any bit of a lawman, you’d arrest that girl. She’s wanted for murder and a bunch of other things that I’m sure you don’t want in a respectable place like Darklanding.” He laughed at his own words. 
 
    “None of that’s any concern of yours,” Thad said, trying to catch up. 
 
    White Skull laughed hysterically. He gasped and wheezed until he had control of himself, then laid down on the cot with his eyes closed. “Maybe, maybe not. It’s going to concern you, however, because I’m about to break out of here and collect that bounty.” 
 
    “Let me give you a tip, Mister Skull. Don’t tell your captor you’re going to break out. Kind of ruins the element of surprise,” Thad said. 
 
    “Oh, I think you’re going to be very busy. What with all the payroll problems you’re about to have with the Gloks,” White Skull said. 
 
    “Where are you getting your information?” Thaddeus asked. 
 
    “I’m a businessman. You’re just a hired gun. I keep up on current events. The SagCon decision to pay less reliable native workers exclusively in SagCon credits has been a huge debate for years. I didn’t know if it had happened on this crap planet, but your reaction confirms it. You should retire, lawman. You should clear out before we meet again in the open.” 
 
    Thad smiled. “That’s the last thing I’m worried about.” 
 
    White Skull made several rude noises. 
 
    “Don’t waste my time again. There are provisions for shutting down some of your creature comforts,” Thad said. 
 
    White Skull laughed almost hysterically. “Comforts?” 
 
    “Like the ability to harass your fellow inmates over the general comm. That can be a seven-day isolation order. Rations can be cut to fifty percent for two days. Lighting is unreliable here on Darklanding. My deputy is probably a big fan of Unglok rap music and could be put in charge of prisoner recreation and entertainment. Don’t make me get creative,” Thad said. “Stop bothering the Ungloks in the other cells.” 
 
    “None of your rules are going to apply when I’m out. Maybe I should make some rules of my own. Maybe I am going to take your cowboy hat for a trophy. Use it to…” 
 
    Thad muted the conversation and walked back to his little office as White Skull stood on his cot, pretending to wipe his ass. 
 
    Thad checked all the security hardware and software of the jail, then took a nap with his feet on the desk and his hat covering his eyes. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SEVEN: White Skull Fury 
 
    Stacy “White Skull” Rings started using the general comm system the moment he was sure Sheriff Fry had finished his nap and left the building. 
 
    “Listen, Smash Face, all that talk about my name is a load of horse manure,” White Skull said. “Stacy is a fine name. My mother gave it to me. Love like my mother’s soft voice. It was my brother who made it a curse word. He wasn’t so good as everyone thought, you know?” 
 
    He had been in a lot of prisons and knew one of the regulations was that they had to have a way for prisoners to communicate, especially if their jailers were not planning on monitoring them day and night. Isolation without cause was inhumane—smart sometimes, but inhumane. 
 
    The Darklanding lawman talked tough but wouldn’t dare violate the law or SagCon policy. He was the worst type of bully, an over-privileged pretty boy who acted like he hadn’t seen real action. White Skull couldn’t believe the man had been in battle. Just another tactic-cool geek claiming glory that wasn’t his from the real soldiers. 
 
    White Skull hated officers. The longer he sat and thought about it, the more he realized he hated everyone—starting with his brother, but including men and women who had been his best friends in the war. He wanted to see the world burn. The only woman who could calm the raging storm in his head for even a second was Amanda Preston, and she was still in love with his dead brother. 
 
    In two days, he would have the bounty for the Vandersun and Amanda's willing or unwilling affection. He’d buy a ship and take her someplace they could be alone forever. Semi-rational plans and graphic fantasies played through his mind as he stared at the ceiling. 
 
    Like the rest of this facility, the intercom system was the cheapest available. The walls, on the other hand, looked like they had been made to survive a nuclear war, which was probably why Thaddeus Fry thought it was okay to leave his prisoners here with nothing but time on their hands. White Skull hadn’t figured a way out, but he would. 
 
    He laughed at the lawman's disappointment over the Darklanding Marines, which only existed on paper. Sooner or later, the sheriff would realize that the unit had been assigned but had never arrived. The man running the unit wasn't even on the planet or a Marine. A computer hacker who lived on an orbiting space station, the man collected several incomes from bureaucratic screwups by intercepting communications and collecting budget allotments. 
 
    He pushed the general comm button several times as fast as he could. 
 
    “I like my name just fine is what I said. Did you hear me, Smash Face?” 
 
    “Yes. I hear. I do not care,” the Unglok said. 
 
    White Skull leaned against the wall of his cell, disappointed. “I can’t believe you don’t want to hear the legend of White Skull. We’re going to die of boredom in here.” 
 
    “Impossible. Unglok do not die of boredom.” 
 
    White Skull shook his head and pushed off his cot. He started to pace in very tight circles. When that didn’t help his state of mind, he kicked the wall. 
 
    “Maybe Monnik listens to White Skull story. If Skull escapes first.” 
 
    White Skull stopped pacing. “Who the hell is Monnik? Just kidding. I assume that’s you. What does Monnik mean in your language, big and dumb?” 
 
    “Monnik would no bring Skull. Monnik need human to pass humans in landing-dark-city,” the Unglok said. 
 
    “This is going to be a beautiful partnership. I can’t wait for all the witty repertoire and fascinating tales of your childhood that I imagine you’re desperate to share with me,” White Skull said. 
 
    “Use fewer words. Or learn Unglok,” Monnik said. 
 
    “Monnik my brother, I’ll learn any language you want me to learn if you can get me out of this place. Which raises a valid question. How in the hell do you think you can get through these walls?” White Skull said, banging his knuckles on the blast-proof surface. 
 
    “Monnik has no brothers. Monnik killed them.” 
 
    White Skull didn’t have a response for that. 
 
    “That is joke.” 
 
    “Good one,” White Skull said. “What’s the plan, Stan?” 
 
    “Who Stan? Me? How you call me stan? Know you what stan is here? Maybe White Skull wipe his stan and shut up!” 
 
    White Skull closed his eyes and shook his head despite his obvious isolation from his new partner. He was honestly looking forward to meeting the big Unglok, nervous, but excited. Danger was a thing. He always looked forward to it. 
 
    “I apologize, Stan. Is that worse than Smash Face? I’ll call you whatever, just tell me how you’re going to get us out of this prison,” White Skull said. 
 
    “I call you Stan. I like that. Stan, Stan the Stacy Man,” Monnik growled. 
 
    “How about this? Once we break out, you never speak again. I’ll point at things and you can break them. Or tell you who to rough up and what loot to take,” White Skull said. 
 
    “No break. No rough up. That is how Monnik put here. Escape us. Then go away,” Monnik said. “Why call Monnik the Smash Face?” 
 
    “Your nose is flat and you look like you fight a lot.” 
 
    “A lot true, White-Skull-Stacy-Stan,” Monnik said. “Prison is temporary structure. Unglok people move it here. When they see Monnik put here, they wait to move it someplace better. Or Monnik kill their families.” 
 
    White Skull began laughing uncontrollably. When he could breathe, he leaned against the wall with his hands on both sides of the small intercom speaker that broadcast into the hallway and thus into all the other small cells. “I love you, man. We really should be on the same team.” 
 
    "Not joke." 
 
    White Skull caught his breath, not sure he how felt about that and unable to explain to the Unglok what he was laughing at. The situation was so absurd. 
 
    “Monnik hate human. Must sleep now.” 
 
    White Skull sat back on his bed with a huge smile. “So, stan is a really bad word in your language?” 
 
    “Yes. Much bad.” 
 
    “Teach me some more while we wait.” 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT: Unwilling Bodyguards 
 
    Penny crossed her arms and stared at the girl. 
 
    “You think I helped him escape! How would that benefit me?” Ruby said, then leaned forward to whisper harshly. “He knows my family better than you do! I do my research! I almost didn't come to Darklanding because of him. Stacy Rings is the last person on this planet I want to take me prisoner.” 
 
    “And why is that? What did you do to Sledge? He was a perfectly obnoxious and perfectly competent special investigator the last time I saw him,” Penny said. “Now he can’t catch a spoiled little rich girl.” 
 
    “He knows he can’t catch me by himself,” Ruby Miranda Vandersun said. 
 
    Penny thought about it for a second. “Really? He actually said that?” 
 
    Ruby shrugged and started to walk away. Darklanding was getting busy and before long, there would be another livestock transfer to make escape easier for the young girl. It hadn’t taken Penny long to see through most of her tricks. Unlike Sledge, she was fast and smart enough to catch the girl, but not strong enough to hold onto her for long. 
 
    She understood her former partner was being smart to wait for reinforcements, if that was what he was really doing. The prospect seemed highly unlikely. The giant brute was arrogant beyond all comparison. Maybe her ex-husband was in the same category of bullheadedness,. She shuddered to think of the two of them working together. What a circus that would be. My gods, she thought. I have a type. 
 
    Ruby took a step back, strategically placing herself closer to a walkway that would allow her to dart past the growing crowds of workers and animals while leaving Penny a step behind. The girl was an expert at escape and evasion. Her illegal genetic enhancements and years of training helped, but her wits  were always the trump card. 
 
    “I assume you’re about to say something you think is clever and then try to outrun me,” Penny said. “But you have to understand that age and experience will beat youth and raw talent every time.” 
 
    “My grandfather told me that once.” 
 
    “Don’t try to bring him into this. You’ve already ruined Sledge with that talk.” 
 
    Ruby rolled her eyes like an actual teenager. She rubbed the palms of her hands against the khaki safari pants she wore, which Penny had noticed was part of her preferred attire when not at the Mother Lode. 
 
    “Don’t be a brat. And don’t pretend you’re not a murderer. You killed people who trusted you.” 
 
    Ruby took an involuntary step forward, rage and indignation on her face. “They were going to sell me!” 
 
    Penny grabbed her and slammed her to the ground. Ten years of jujitsu training with several intergalactic masters devolved into a dirty street fight. The girl had every bit as much training, probably with the same masters and more. Cornelius Vandersun was legendary for doting on his grandchildren, except for Ike, which he claimed wasn’t really his grandchild. Cornelius had probably taught the girl some of his own secret tricks. 
 
    Penny mounted the girl, attempting to crush her as she looked for a submission hold. She didn't have much of an advantage of size, but it would seem like more to the girl under her. 
 
    Undaunted by her inferior position, Ruby trapped one of Penny’s arms a strong young arm, then braced her other arm across Penny’s breastbone to receive Penny's weight. 
 
    Penny grunted a curse. Normally being on top of the fight was an advantage and she was definitely on top. She thought she could maintain the position, but also understood that normal wasn’t going to be part of this fight. 
 
    She saw Ruby's countermove coming, but was an instant too slow to escape the leg attack. A second later, the girl thrust her legs upward and locked them around Penny’s throat. Red spots danced in Penny’s vision as Ruby strangled her. 
 
    “I…can’t…believe that big dummy…” Penny started to pass out, her grip loosening on Ruby’s arms, which she had almost converted into a counter-submission hold. “…didn’t take you in. Big…stupid…jerk.” 
 
    Ruby eased off the pressure. “Why would he tell me he was going to take me to my grandfather?” 
 
    Penny had a hard time processing the information, or staying conscious for that matter. She tried to think through the question. 
 
    “I thought Sledge was okay. Getting my hopes up like that is just mean. No one is going to pass up the bounty to take me to my grandfather for free.” 
 
    Penny sucked in air as hard as she could through her nose, but it wasn’t enough. Panic set in and she did it several more times, feeling pathetic and desperate. “You better tap out, girl. You’re starting to piss me off.” 
 
    Ruby released a tiny amount of pressure, but also reversed their position so that she was now on top. The new weight on Penny’s neck didn’t feel reassuring. The tiny young woman suddenly felt like she weighed as much as Sledge in full battle gear. If she drove all of her weight down, it was over for Penny. The girl’s level of control was impressive. 
 
    Ruby leaned close and spoke almost gently. “There are about five people in the galaxy who would take me someplace other than my grandfather’s custody or into the law’s justice. Stacy Rings is one of them. I don’t plan on getting caught by anyone, but I especially don’t want to be dissected and held in a scientific laboratory for the rest of my life.” Ruby stood up and let go of Penny. “White Skull is a broken man who only wants to see the galaxy explode.” 
 
    The oxygen rushing into Penny’s lungs felt euphoric beyond all reason. She scrambled to her feet, fully aware that her movements looked like a drunkard floundering toward the sidewalk before a herd of pigs stampeded her. That was the only reason the spoiled brat had let her up. Before long, they were both up on the sidewalk without Penny quite knowing how they got there. 
 
    Something wasn’t right. Penny leaned on her knees, bent over as though she had just vomited, and maybe she had, staring at the girl who suddenly looked worried. It took Penny several moments to realize that Sledge was on the other side, blocking her escape. 
 
    “It’s about time you showed up,” Penny said. 
 
    Sledge looked embarrassed. “She’s right. Word on the street is that White Skull has escaped. Thaddeus locked him up once, but I’m not sure that’s going to happen again. He’s good, for a common grunt, but no one has that kind of luck two times in a row.” 
 
    “I’d rather take my chances with the sheriff than you two SagCon mercenaries,” Ruby said. 
 
    Penny stood and checked her gear. “You have my backup blaster, kid. Hand it over.” 
 
    Ruby tossed her the small blaster pistol as though the weapon didn't mean squat. The girl had seen an opportunity to take it and snatched it. She didn’t need it to kill people. 
 
    “We have to make some decisions, Penny,” Sledge said. “If we let White Skull or anybody like him take a Vandersun, our lives won’t be worth a street full of pig dung.” 
 
    Penny smelled the passing animals for the first time and silently cursed her ex-partner. She looked at the girl, who was probably getting ready to do a backflip onto the roof or something ridiculous like that. Penny was tired of chasing her. 
 
    “How did we suddenly become your bodyguards?” Penny asked. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Sledge was an excellent judge of character. His sense of timing was almost poetic, he thought. Maybe he had watched the fight between his former partner and the girl for too long before moving in—maybe not. Caution was a virtue when dealing with these two, and he’d already rushed to failure more than once. 
 
    Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me. 
 
    “We have to take her to her grandfather,” Sledge said. 
 
    Penny shook her head angrily. “That’s not the law. We may work for SagCon, but murder is murder and she has to stand trial.” 
 
    “Did you hear what she just said? They tried to sell her. That makes them no different than White Skull or the other opportunists that want to rip out her DNA and study it,” Sledge said. "She had to defend herself." 
 
    Penny spoke through her teeth and glared at Sledge. “Come on, partner. Work with me on this. She’s playing on your hero gene. Stop being a macho tough guy and start following procedure. What kind of SagCon SI are you?” 
 
    Sledge watched Penny, but also caught Ruby moving a step to one side with his peripheral vision. “Hey, kid. Stop right there. Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    “Trusting you two would be stupid,” Ruby said. 
 
    Sledge held both hands toward the woman and the girl, palms forward in a plea for peace. “We all agree that White Skull is bad. Let’s focus on solving that problem first. We can worry about everything else later.” 
 
    “No,” Ruby said. 
 
    “No?” Sledge and Penny asked at the same time. 
 
    “I don’t trust either of you.” 
 
    “Who do you trust? What if I had Dixie vouch for us, mediate a temporary alliance?” Sledge offered. 
 
    Ruby snorted. “Not her. I trust the sheriff. He’s the only one on this planet who can handle White Skull and isn’t a SagCon mercenary.” 
 
    Sledge watched several emotions flash through Penny’s eyes like a roulette wheel. She seemed to land on anger. 
 
    He hooked his thumbs through the belt on his tactical jumpsuit. “All right. Let’s find the sheriff.” 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER NINE: Spirit Quest - Part Two 
 
    Mast Jotham lowered his feet toward the next landing and realized it was the bottom of the shaft. No Unglok had ever come this deep. What was the point of a vision quest if there was a physical end to it? His heart beat too quickly and he did not feel in control of himself. He squinted against the thickening haze in the shaft. It seemed as though the vibrations of his movement was stirring up dust from below him. 
 
    How can I go on without food? 
 
    Hunger caused his people to hallucinate. This was known. The metal surface he was about to step on looked real, covered with silky darkness the distinctive shape of a ship. But what if it wasn’t real? What if it wasn’t there at all? How far would he fall before hitting the core of the planet? 
 
    “Please be muchly, solidly real,” he mumbled. 
 
    What am I looking at? How could this be? The shaft was both sacred and ancient. 
 
    He leaned his head back and looked up, expecting to see the tiny speck of light far above. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    It was as though he were on the bottom of the ocean, not as cold perhaps and he could breathe, but definitely an unpleasant place to be alone. He squatted down to rest his legs. Dust floated around him like a lazy cloud. He had been in the dark long enough to see as well as could be expected. He was hungry, but did not think he was hallucinating. Not yet. But what if he was? 
 
    Mast did not know what to do. No vision quest came with instructions. It was simply understood that one went down and one came up. Surely someone would have spoken of a site such as this. 
 
    He knew he must be the first to see this place. There were no footprints on the surface of the oval-shaped thing that could only be a ship of some sort. None of the last several ledges had showed evidence of pilgrims. If there had ever been an Unglok here, it had been a very long time ago. 
 
    He walked the perimeter of the ovoid, spontaneously superstitious that cutting across the middle would be bad luck. Even though he moved slowly, it became difficult to see and breathe. His rational mind warned that he could not survive this environment. 
 
    A19 was the worst kind of poison. It didn’t just kill Ungloks, it tortured them. A single breath could kill instantly or could take months. He argued with himself and sought to prove that this dust was not thousands of years of accumulated A19. 
 
    He laughed softly. If it was that valuable, the humans would be down here trying to collect it. That made him think of Sheriff Fry and his duties. Weakness filled his lungs and he thought he knew the taste of the deadly mineral. 
 
    When nothing happened, he continued his exploration. There were no windows or doors or sensors that he could find. Perhaps he was wrong. Perhaps it was just a perfectly smooth piece of metal dropped to the bottom of a seemingly—until now—endless mineshaft. 
 
    He touched the wall and tried to meditate for several minutes. Moving by instinct, he reached the ladder on which he had descended. There was nothing more he could do here. It did not feel as though his vision quest was done, but he decided to go back up a failure. 
 
    It was on the way up that Mast saw the first spider web. “This does not seem fair. Why did I not see this on the way down?” 
 
    A rainbow of dark colors shimmered through the geometric patterns. 
 
    “No, no, no!” His voice boomed into the open space and something skittered just out of vision. Above and below him, the sounds rolled like a wave of hunting arachnoids. 
 
    “Now I must be hallucinating,” he said. 
 
    Something small darted across his hands. He let go, falling and catching himself by his feet, which had been planted between the rungs of the ladder. He cried out as pain flashed through his feet, knees, and hips, and he grunted when his head hit the wall. 
 
    He didn’t think he hung there for a long time, but when he started to move, the spiders were beyond his vision, sounding farther away and less real. 
 
    He climbed for the better part of an hour before he made the mistake of looking down. Behind him marched a river of spiders. He was leading them to the surface. 
 
    “No! Stop! You cannot follow me,” Mast said. 
 
    The thick blanket of little monsters stopped and stared at him with thousands upon thousands of eyes. If Mast Jotham were not an Unglok, he would see nothing in this black abyss. What he did see was grim and blurry and full of many-faceted eyes. 
 
    Some of the creatures closer to the ship seemed too large. Too large for what? Mast wondered. 
 
    “When will this vision quest be over?” 
 
    The strange creatures did not answer or move. He stared at them for a long time before resuming his ascent to the surface. 
 
    Come down to see us, the voice said again. 
 
    Mast Jotham continued to climb and mutter to himself. I’ve already been down to see you. And I don’t think you’re real. Can’t be real. 
 
    The ovoid ship groaned below him. It was a Leviathan in machine form. Nothing in his imagination compared to the alien artifact. More of the A19 drifted up behind him, rising faster than he could climb. Something told him the dust-gas would kill him this time. 
 
    Tears filled his eyes. He was already doomed. That was the peculiar terror of A19—if it was A19. Slow or fast, it took all its victims in the end. Have you breathed this cursed air, Lingviat? Did you know what I was to face at the bottom? 
 
    This was the stupidest place on the planet for an Unglok to go on a vision quest. He needed to lodge a complaint with someone. Maybe Lingviat would be moved to a small parish in the mountains. Maybe a new quest-master would be kinder. 
 
    Come down, the voice insisted. 
 
    “That would kill me and you know it,” Mast said. He did not like talking to this voice in his head. The sooner he could reach the surface of Ungwilook the better. 
 
    Mast squinted against the light long before he reached the top of the shaft. Strange things happened to his physiology. His spirit quest was complete. Something had changed inside of him, physically and emotionally. 
 
    “I am muchly hungry,” he said, making the change back to the human language in anticipation of resuming his deputy sheriff duties. 
 
    Blisters broke on his hands, feet, and knees where they had rubbed the ladder during his ascent. He exhaled forcefully and thought that much A19 was purged from his lungs. It was best not to think about being poisoned. For the last one hundred rungs of the ladder, he imagined falling all the way down. Surely his strength would give out and his spirit quest would end in death. 
 
    He crawled over the lip of the shaft, entering the long horizontal tunnel that led to the cliff face of the mesa on which Darklanding had been built. Slowly, he opened his eyes and found Lingviat waiting for him. The holy man stood in full ceremonial robes, chin tucked down as he slept while standing upright. 
 
    Mast did not try to stand. He rolled onto his side and breathed air that was not foul with the dust of the vision quest shaft. He calmed himself and understood he had been free of the cloud for a very long time. A19 was heavy and sank to the lowest places, whether that be the bottom of Transport Canyon or the vision quest shaft. 
 
    Lingviat maintained his sleeping stance. Mast wrinkled his face in annoyance. Climbing to his feet was the hardest thing he’d ever done. Lights flashed across his vision in rhythm with his heartbeat. It was like being strangled or punched hard in the face. He didn’t like it. 
 
    “I think I will just walk past you, Lingviat. I am not thinking I want to talk to you anyway,” Mast said. 
 
    “Your vision quest is complete,” Lingviat said without opening his eyes. The rhythm of his breathing changed slightly, but other than that, he was motionless. 
 
    “I do not like you right now,” Mast said. “There are horrible things at the bottom of the shaft. Did you not know this?” 
 
    “I suspected as much. How far did you go? Days have passed since you went into the darkness,” Lingviat said. 
 
    Mast swayed on his feet and did not want to answer. He wanted to eat and found it exceedingly rude that the holy man was not waiting with food and water. “I think I might die of hunger and dehydration. Why do you not have food for me?” 
 
    The Unglok holy man opened his eyes and stared at him coldly. “You dare disrespect me?” 
 
    “Yep,” Mast said, imitating the human word perfectly. “I will continue to disrespect you until I have food and water. If you do not have those things, please stand aside.” 
 
    “We must speak of your quest. I must help you understand the visions in your head. Do not gamble with your sanity.” 
 
    Mast walked past the holy man, relieved he did not have to push him out of the way. That would’ve been too much. He was angry and frustrated, but did not want to become an outcast. 
 
    “I can smell the poison dust on you. Is the bottom of the shaft polluted with A19?” Lingviat asked. 
 
    “Muchly. And there are spiders and creatures and a very old ship at the bottom. I might’ve said more if you had been waiting for me with food to keep me from dying of starvation,” Mast said. 
 
    “Stop!” Lingviat yelled. 
 
    Mast had never heard him yell. He turned to look at the old man. 
 
    “The poison that humans call A19 will kill you. I smell it on your breath and in your sweat,” Lingviat said. 
 
    Mast stared at him without speaking. 
 
    “It will kill you!” 
 
    The moment passed slowly and Mast was very sad. When he spoke, he forced his voice to be strong and clear. “Yes, but not today.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mast staggered into the Mother Lode. Pierre looked at him sternly, then escorted him to a room in the back near the kitchen. Mast faded in and out of consciousness. When alert enough to hold the glass, he drank clear water and a fermented fruit concoction similar to water kefir called Tigi that only Ungloks knew about. There was an added plate of meats and cheeses, human food that Ungloks could digest. 
 
    He looked up at Pierre. “Where did you find Tigi? It is truly delightful. The restorative properties are just what I need.” 
 
    Pierre stared at him through narrowed eyes for a moment. “So that is Tigi. I thought the Unglok who sold it to me was pulling a scam. Not that I can resell it. It would bring far too many of your people to the Mother Lode and drive away my human customers.” 
 
    “This is true. But no Unglok would drink it from you unless they were very thirsty and on the verge of death. My attitude is different because I am a doomed creature,” Mast said. "And I spend too much time with humans." 
 
    “That stuff smells awful, by the way,” Pierre said. “I’ve got to get back to work. Are you okay?” 
 
    Mast nodded. That was the gesture humans made in this situation, he was pretty sure. His memory was a bit sketchy since finding the…ship? He tried to remember the bottom of the shaft and shuddered violently. 
 
     “Calm down there, Mast Jotham,” Pierre said. “I can't have Ungloks dying in my establishment. That’s how rumors get started.” 
 
    Mast Jotham gathered himself. “I am muchly improved. Allow me to finish this drink, and I will leave. Can you tell me where I can find Sheriff Fry? It is time I went back to my duties.” 
 
    He ate and drank with reckless abandon, forcing nutrients into his stomach faster than his body could process them. There was an Unglok phrase—eat like a child. He laughed as he stuffed himself. There would be consequences, but right then, he didn’t care. What was an upset tummy when he had just survived a truly epic vision quest? 
 
    Afterward, the walk through Darklanding was strange. It seemed many things had changed. The jail and the ruined building next to it were completely gone. All that remained was a foundation where a prefabricated structure could be placed. By the look of the foundation, he guessed that Thaddeus was planning on using a blast-proof structure, maybe something modified from an explosives storage unit. 
 
    He looked at the ground and saw there were lots of dents in the asphalt. Heavy machinery had been here recently. He began to get a bad feeling. To his keen Unglok eyes, it seemed this facility had been put in place and then removed. Why would Thaddeus do that? 
 
    He lingered for a while to learn what he could of the situation, but found nothing. The area was oddly deserted. He ambled back toward the Mother Lode with grave thoughts. 
 
    He found Pierre arguing with Thaddeus about whether he could have a drink of whiskey. It seemed there had been some strange rule preventing the sheriff from consuming alcohol. 
 
    “Many terrible things must’ve happened while I was away on my vision quest,” he said to himself. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TEN: Escape 
 
    “How long do we have to wait, Smash Face?” Stacy “White Skull” Rings asked. He sat on the stool next to the upended desk. Once the Unglok confederates had started moving the building, safety overrides had opened all the doors inside. It had been a bumpy ride. Bruises covered his knees and hands from falls during the first chaotic minutes of the escape. As dangerous as the ride had been, they had not been moving fast. Every second, he had feared that Sheriff Fry would descend upon them and shoot to kill. 
 
    His Unglok partner refused to answer. The big dummy stood staring at the door. White Skull was starting to worry. Had his new partner’s people changed their minds? Maybe he hadn’t paid them enough for a complete escape. Perhaps they didn't fear him as much as Monnik claimed they did. Moving the prison was all fine and dandy unless they left the doors locked. 
 
    White Skull’s leg bounced rapidly as he fought to control the nervous tension flowing through his body. Coffee and liquor pumped through his veins. Neither item had been part of his prison diet, so finding them in Thaddeus’s desk had been like hitting the jackpot. He had known chugging caffeine and alcohol was a mistake, but he did it anyway. 
 
    He stood and took tour of the facility, peering in each of the cells and laughing at the other prisoners that he had locked up after the move. They had nothing to offer him, so why give them freedom? Human and Unglok faces stared out at him resentfully. He gave each of them a one-fingered salute and laughed. 
 
    He strutted back into the main room, jumpsuit open nearly to his waist to show his muscles, tattoos, and scars. The Unglok paid no attention to him. “Hey! I’m talking to you!” 
 
    Monnik turned slowly. His nearly human features became suddenly unnerving to White Skull. The eyes—deep black as pitch—stared at him with murderous intensity. On a human, his muscle density would not be intimidating, but the contrast with what his race was supposed to look like had a uniquely disturbing quality. What had happened to this Ungwilook man to make him so tough? 
 
    “No more talk from you Stacy-Stan,” the Unglok said. “I wait for true brothers. They will come.” 
 
    White Skull laughed. “Whatever.” 
 
    The Unglok stomped forward, fists clenched. “My brothers come. They free me. Maybe free you.” 
 
    “You need me to get past the humans, remember?” White Skull said. 
 
    The Unglok made a gurgling sound in his throat that might’ve been laughter or sarcasm. “Maybe Monnik take chances.” 
 
    “You never told me what Monnik means in your language. Don’t worry about it. I know. It has to mean stupid. Maybe even stupid and afraid,” White Skull said. 
 
    “What you say?” 
 
    White Skull repeated the question mockingly. They needed to get this out of the way. He’d known for the last two hours there was going to be a fight, a showdown between them to establish dominance. 
 
    The Unglok rushed forward with a complicated and surprisingly graceful attack. It was like King Kong 37 in a kung fu movie. He shifted sideways and deflected a kick. The low block, more of a parry against the huge leg, left his face exposed to the Unglok’s fist. The punch grazed his cheek. 
 
    White Skull counter-attacked violently, launching right and left thrust-punches as fast as he could. All of them struck the Glok’s torso. Monnik didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “You touched me with your attack. That is good. Maybe I not kill you.” 
 
    White Skull dropped low and dove forward, tackling the Unglok at his lanky knees. They hit the ground together and he scrambled over his opponent, trapping arms and punching Monnik in the face as soon as he had a chance. 
 
    They rolled across the floor punching, kicking, and biting each other. Pent-up aggression exploded in their combat and their cursing. Before long, they were covered in sweat and could barely hold onto each other. 
 
    White Skull scrambled free and jumped up. He set his feet in a kickboxer’s stance and raised his fists to guard his face. On the other side of the small room, Monnik did something similar. 
 
    “All right. You’re tough, I knew you were. Let’s make a deal.” 
 
    The Unglok chattered at him in the language of Ungwilook. White Skull rested as he waited for his fellow prisoner to calm down. 
 
    “Stacy-Stan-Skull get me past humans. Then we go away from each other,” Monnik grunted, breathing hard. 
 
    White Skull shrugged. “Fine. When the hell can we get out of here?” 
 
    “Must wait. Monnik's people no find codes of door, Monnik think. Must find cutting torch. This dark part of the spaceport. No one see us for years.” 
 
    “That’s great. But if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to get out of here before then,” White Skull said. 
 
    “Yes. Sooner us part ways. Better, better.” The Unglok went back to staring at the door. Blood ran down his face from the wounds. 
 
    White Skull took one of the extra fire coats from a locker and made himself comfortable in a chair near Thaddeus’s overturned desk, propping his feet up to examine the stolen boots that fit better than he could have hoped. He started opening drawers, causing the contents to spill out everywhere. 
 
    Frustrated, he started searching the coat and eventually found what he was looking for—a small metal flask of what he hoped was more whiskey. 
 
    He opened it, sniffed the contents, and smiled. A second later, all of the lights in the makeshift prison facility went out. 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was the middle of the night before Monnik’s people returned. White Skull fell out of his chair when he woke to the sound of cutting torches slicing through the wall. He raised one hand to protect his eyes from the glare as a new door was made around the original. The entire frame fell outward. 
 
    In seconds, the air was full of churning smoke. 
 
    “Monnik tell you they come,” the Unglok said. 
 
    White Skull stood up and put on the fire coat. “What you mean to say is, I told you they would come. Stick with me and I’ll make a proper gentleman out of you someday.” 
 
    “Monnik is not gentle,” Monnik said. 
 
    White Skull moved close to the door, looking out without exposing himself more than necessary. “Where are your friends?” 
 
    Monnik shook his head. “They have done much. They go home.” 
 
    “I’m good with that,” White Skull said. 
 
    “Now, Skull-Stan-Stacy-Weakling, do your part,” Monnik said. “Get us out Darklanding.” 
 
    White Skull hurried to the door and away from the extremely obvious building. It was in the middle of a slum, taking up most of a parking lot. There were abandoned vehicles everywhere and trash cans that had been used for warming fires. The scene was familiar and dangerous at the same time. This was a place where unemployed Gloks gathered to do whatever they did at night. Caught between their old world and the human's new industrial machine, the youthful Gloks clustered into strange gangs with a culture all their own. He didn’t feel like humans came here often. 
 
    “I'm feeling out of my element here,” he said. 
 
    Monnik snorted. “Move. Get to the humans and past them. Then Stacy-Stan leave Monnik.” 
 
    They jogged through abandoned streets. Ungloks stared from the windows of dingy apartment structures. None of the buildings were tall because the Ungloks liked to build into the ground. They loved being belowground. That was one of the reasons they were such good miners, if the idiots at SagCon could admit they were superior at the most important job on the planet. 
 
    White Skull understood this, but didn’t like them any better. He didn’t like anyone. Life was about getting what you wanted, and so far, no one had helped him get anything. He led the way toward the Mother Lode. 
 
    “No. This not good way,” Monnik said. 
 
    “You need to get out of Darklanding. I need to get off the planet. To do that, we need a hostage,” White Skull said. 
 
    “What is hostage?” Monnik said. 
 
    White Skull stopped in the shadows across from the saloon. There were supposed to be lights on the street, but they were never replaced. Many of the regular patrons required anonymity, and the proprietor of the Mother Lode valued profit over security. 
 
    “What we doing?” Monnik asked. 
 
    “Remember when you stared at the door for hours? That’s what we're doing now.” 
 
    “How long?” Monnik asked. 
 
     “Until we take our hostage,” White Skull said, never looking away from the saloon. 
 
    “Monnik do not like,” Monnik said. 
 
    “I don’t care what you like. Now shut up.” White Skull leaned against the wall and watched from the shadows. He picked up a piece of glass from the alley floor and scratched a skull onto each lapel of his coat. Vandalizing the sheriff’s wardrobe made him smile. 
 
    About two hours later, Ruby Miranda Vandersun snuck out a side door. 
 
    White Skull whispered to himself, “You almost made it. I should have guessed you were sneaky.” 
 
    “What we do?” Monnik asked. 
 
    “Well, she won't expect anything right here. She’ll think she’s safe this close to the Mother Lode, where Thaddeus and everybody lives. Maybe she’ll know better, but she won’t. The thing is, no one is watching her or she wouldn’t have snuck out. Which means it’s a good time to grab her.” 
 
    “Stacy-Stan-Skull is devious human.” Monnik watched into the darkness. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    They walked briskly forward. Ruby sensed them more quickly than he would’ve liked, but he was lucky. She hesitated when she saw the native, underestimating the giant's speed. She looked back right when White Skull and Monnik sprinted forward. 
 
    The Unglok grabbed her with both hands when she tried to dart into an alleyway. 
 
    “I have human girl. She wiggles.” 
 
    “Good job, Stan the Man Smash Face!” White Skull said. 
 
    “Don’t call me Stan!” Monnik snarled, squeezing as he glared at White Skull. 
 
    Ruby cried out. 
 
    “Easy, Monnik. I wasn’t making an insult. See how I’m starting to talk like you? For the love of John, Paul, and Ringo! Try not to kill her and let’s get out of here. Follow me,” White Skull said. 
 
    “She bit Monnik,” Monnik said without emotion. “Human girl try bend Monnik arm like Monnik human with hard joints.” 
 
    “Let me go,” she hissed. 
 
    White Skull laughed because the girl was still trying to be quiet. She could’ve cried out for help, but seemed more worried about Thaddeus and his friends ruining her escape. “Cover her mouth. When she realizes who I am, she’ll start screaming for real.” 
 
    Monnik’s huge hand covered most of her face as he tossed her over his shoulder and ran to catch up with White Skull. “Maybe Monnik like take hostages. Stacy-Stan teach well, for human.” 
 
    “Stick with me, Monnik, my man, and we will go places.” 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN: Partners 
 
    Thaddeus stared Pierre down like they were a couple of gunfighters at an impasse. "Pretend you're a doctor. Would you let a patient suffer?” 
 
    "Rules are rules, Sheriff. Look what we have here," Pierre said, looking toward the front door. 
 
    Thaddeus sighed and turned to see what the barkeep was staring at. The moment he saw Mast standing in the doorway, he popped off his barstool and strode toward his friend. It surprised him how much he had missed the mild-mannered Unglok. “Mast Jotham!" 
 
    Mast imitated his posture by spreading his arms wide, but he seemed unsure of what was about to happen. "I am muchly glad to see you, Thaddeus." 
 
    Thad gripped him in a hug and lifted him up onto his toes. When he let go and stepped back, the Unglok looked both embarrassed and amused. "I'm glad you're back. We have a lot to talk about and things to do. I hope your vision quest went well.” 
 
    Mass shifted from foot to foot but didn't answer for several heartbeats. “Every vision quest is different.” 
 
    Thad nodded emphatically and took his friend by the arm, walking him to the bar. "Pierre, whiskey for my friend and I.” 
 
    "Right away, Sheriff." He poured one glass and slid it to Mast. 
 
    Thaddeus intercepted the glass and lifted it to his nose. "That…smells horrible! I can't believe you're going to serve that to us.” 
 
    “I was serving that whiskey to Mast Jotham." Pierre gave the Unglok a large wink. 
 
    Mast gently removed the glass from Thaddeus's fingers and lifted it to his own nose. "That is very good…whiskey." 
 
    "That's not whiskey," Thad said. 
 
    "Yes, yes, yes. It is very muchly whiskey. We should talk of something else," Mast said. He leaned close to Thaddeus and whispered. "It is not whiskey but something special just for me. It is mostly muchly generous of Pierre to serve Tigi to me." 
 
    Thaddeus studied his friend with narrowed eyes and a great deal of suspicion. "All right, then. You can fill me in later, I guess. Since I can't seem to get any service, we need to go after Ruby Miranda as soon as you finish your drink. Your…whiskey.” 
 
    "Yes, yes," Mast said. "I am much enjoying my drink. Does she not stay in one of Dixie's apartments?" 
 
    "Sometimes, but good luck catching her. I'm worried she is scouting for a new place to hide. Haven't seen her climbing through her window for a while." 
 
    "It would have been muchly better to know we needed to catch her before now," Mast said. 
 
    "Tell me about it. I think Dixie has known who she is for longer than any of us," Thad said. 
 
    Pierre tried to serve him a glass of water. Thaddeus waved it away in annoyance. "Your water probably cost more than your whiskey. Thanks anyway.” 
 
    He was glad to have his deputy back, even if Darklanding was falling apart. 
 
    Mast sipped his special drink and studied Thaddeus. "I was away too long. But now I am back and it seems we have many fires to put out. Is that the phrase to use?” 
 
    Thad nodded. "The first thing I want you to do is watch and listen. I'll explain why your people are probably going to be very upset in the near future over pay and wages, but what I need you to do right now is listen to the rumors. The Unglok in the Mother Lode may have heard who stole my jail and where they put it.” 
 
    Mast sipped his drink, then put it down, staring at it as though it was the rarest thing in the spaceport. "I failed you. It seems the Monday morning back-quartering we shall engage in that I made an obvious mistake. My twenty-twenty hindsight is muchly clear. Ungloks placed your temporary jail facility where it was. It was easy for them to move it into place. Have you checked with the original contractors that might move it to a new place?” 
 
    Thaddeus had already done a basic investigation. He hadn't slept since the jail breakout, if that was what it was called when your entire building disappeared. "All the original contractors have solid alibis. They were assisting with the cleanup at Transport Canyon when the incident occurred.” 
 
    Mast nodded and listened attentively. 
 
    Thad talked with his hands as he worked through the details. "All of the cameras were on the missing jail so that's a dead end. None of the businesses in the area had surveillance systems. Darklanding is a simple town. Materials are brought in from the mines and loaded onto ships at the spaceport. Everything else is kind of an afterthought.” 
 
    He looked around for Sledge and Penny, wondering if they would help him. Asking his ex-wife for help was low on the list of things he wanted to do unless he really had to. As for Sledge, the big SagCon SI was an inconsistent ally. Sometimes he seemed to be more than willing to help Thaddeus. Other times, he acted as though he was on a secret mission. 
 
    “Who are those two SagCon investigators?” Mast asked. He pointed at Sledge and Penny as they descended the stairs and took their own table on the other side of the room. 
 
    Thaddeus let out a long sigh and explained the situation to his deputy. He kept the details on his ex-wife short and to the point. Surprisingly, the adventures in Transport Canyon with Ruby and Sledge took longer to describe than his life with Penelope Fry-Grigman. 
 
    "Do you think she knows something?" Mast asked. 
 
    Thaddeus listened to his deputy but watched his ex-wife, simultaneously wanting to relive better times while cursing himself for getting involved with her in the first place. "She knows something." 
 
    "Then perhaps it is time to ask her for help." 
 
    "You say that like it's going to be less painful than gouging my own eyes out," Thad said. 
 
    "Gouging your own eyes out seems very painful," Mast said. His expression became distant for a moment. 
 
    "Are you okay, Mast?" Thaddeus asked. He wasn't sure how to ask about the vision quest. Should he ask at all? Was it a private religious matter? He shifted on his barstool and tried to be patient. 
 
    "I'm sorry," Mast said. "I was thinking of something else. Now I am back. I muchly believe that we need to ask for help from your wife-ex.” He coughed politely into his hand. 
 
    "You're right. And there's no time like the present." Thaddeus stood and made his way across the saloon. Penny and Sledge continued to work up to the last second. She stopped speaking mid-sentence and looked at him. 
 
    "Good afternoon, Thaddeus. Or should I say good morning. I'm not exactly clear on your work schedule. Are you having a nice vacation?” she asked. 
 
    Thaddeus hooked his thumbs into his belt. “I’d forgotten what kind of hardass you are. Where's Ruby? I thought you two were taking her in on some kind of charges.” 
 
    "That's classified," Penny said just as Sledge was opening his mouth to say something different. 
 
    Thaddeus spoke directly to Sledge. "I think I'd rather talk to you, Sledge." 
 
    The big man looked at his hands. "We had her. It's like fighting over a wet bar of soap." 
 
    Thad did a double-take. "I'm not going to pursue that one." 
 
    "I close my eyes for one second and she's out the window…" Sledge muttered, barely paying attention to anyone else in the room. 
 
    Penny jabbed a finger into the middle of the table. "I hold you responsible for Ruby's kidnapping. I wouldn't be surprised if the entire jailbreak was planned just to get to her.” 
 
    Thaddeus leaned on the table. "I thought that was classified information. Are you going to talk to me about the jailbreak and my prisoners, or not?" He realized, even as he spoke, that he was more interested in Ruby's welfare than the jailbreak and his job. He didn't know how long Shaunte would put up with his failure to keep prisoners locked up, especially prisoners like White Skull. 
 
    Penny stood, which prompted Sledge to stand a second later. She'd clearly gotten to him somehow. Apparently, she was the shot-caller in their partnership. 
 
    "I never thought you were incompetent, but now I'm beginning to wonder. Ruby was about to negotiate with us, if we could get you to mediate, but you're never where you're supposed to be. Too many girls at this place, I guess," Penny said. 
 
    "She took off last night—while we were watching all of the exits," Sledge said. 
 
    Penny glared at him, then bored her gaze into Thaddeus. "If you'd done your job when she arrived on Darklanding, we wouldn't have this problem." 
 
    "Let me worry about my job," he said. "Where is she now? And what do you know about the jailbreak?" 
 
    Penny didn't answer directly. "We are going to rescue the girl. As for your prisoners, that’s your problem. Sledge, let's get to work." Penny made for the front door. 
 
    Sledge paused in front of Thaddeus. "I'm sorry, Thad. I'll help you if I can. I'm sure Penny will too. Right now, we have to go without you.” 
 
    Thad didn't say anything. He watched the two SagCon Special Investigators leave the saloon. 
 
    "Well, that went well," Pierre said from behind his bar. He handed Thad two bags of kitchen scraps. "Whatever you do, Sheriff, take Maximus with you. I can't keep that filthy animal out of my food prep area." 
 
    Thaddeus whistled and Maximus came trotting out with a raw ham hock protruding from his mouth. 
 
    Mast took a step back, startled by the animal’s appearance. "You are still an ugly thing. Bigly ugly. What have you been eating to get so enormous?” 
 
    Thaddeus ignored his deputy and his dog, choosing to stare at the front door instead. He forced back emotions and tried to make good decisions, but it was no use. He stormed after Penny. 
 
    By the time he reached the front door, he was almost running. Ungenerous thoughts raced through his head. There was no reason for them to be adversaries. Her judgmental pettiness would get Ruby killed and allow a dangerous outlaw to escape justice. The door slammed as he went through it. He stood on the porch, looking at the street. 
 
    Penny turned back and raised one eyebrow questioningly. 
 
    “I never wanted to get divorced! That was all you!” he yelled. 
 
    Mast came up behind Thaddeus, looking confused. "What does that have to do with our current problem?" 
 
    Thaddeus ignored him. 
 
    Penny seemed amused, turning to face him and crossing her arms as though waiting for a show. 
 
    Now that the words were out and never to be pulled back, he wasn't sure what to say. 
 
    Penny shrugged and took the challenge. "Really? That's why you got married three, four, I don't know, how many times afterward? Doesn't seem like you have a problem with divorcing pretty much anyone.” 
 
    "That's none of your business. Forget I mentioned it.” 
 
    "I've got ignoring you down to an art," Penny said. 
 
    "I realize you have to do things by the book. Ruby must be taken in, I understand that. You don't know White Skull like I do. We need to work together,” Thad said. 
 
    "Amen and hallelujah," Sledge said. “We’d make a hell of a team.” 
 
    “No. We wouldn’t,” Penny said. 
 
    “Penny,” Thad said. 
 
    She held up a hand for silence. 
 
    Thad stepped back. The entire street seemed frozen with tension. Sledge and Mast watched in silent fascination. Maximus stretched out for a nap and started snoring. 
 
    “I’ll send you a message through channels if we find your missing prisoner. Can I expect the same courtesy if you find our fugitive?” Penny asked. 
 
    “Sure, Penny,” Thad said. “Watch your six.” He faced Sledge and thrust his chin toward the big man. “Take care of her.” 
 
    The SagCon partners walked away. 
 
    “Did you know that last statement would anger her muchly?” Mast asked. “All of the color left her face when you told the big human to take care of her and she clenched her teeth with greatly much force.” 
 
    Thad walked in the opposite direction. “We should follow her. I really think she has some mission-critical information, but she’s too vindictive and stubborn to share.” 
 
    “Yes. That is obvious. I assume that shared personality trait is what attracted the two of you to each other,” Mast said. 
 
    Thad cast him a cold look, then whistled for Maximus to follow. The big dog-thing rolled to its feet and imitated the whistle almost perfectly. 
 
    “Is it polite to ask about your vision quest?” Thad asked. 
 
    Mast shrugged and looked slightly alarmed. His eyes seemed too big and he trembled for an awkward moment. “No human has ever asked an Unglok about the spirit quest. Not that I know of, at least. Please do not ask where it is performed. That is a sacred secret.” 
 
    “Understood. A lot of cultures have similar rituals. Quests and tests. You were gone a long time. I’m glad you’re back.” 
 
    “I am also muchly glad to return.” 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWELVE: Spirit Quest - Part Three 
 
    Mast and Thaddeus canvassed Darklanding for two days, physically checking each street wide enough to move a building on a moving platform. Thad had already checked work orders and talked to human construction supervisors in person. Mast started making the rounds of the Ungloks who had the machinery or knowledge to do the job. They seemed embarrassed and confused by the questions. 
 
    “I have two more Unglok foremen to contact, then I will meet you at the Mother Lode for new orders,” he said. 
 
    Thad, tired and distracted, waved one hand. “Go home. Get some sleep. We will start again in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes. That is best,” Mast said. 
 
    “Mast?” Thad asked. 
 
    “You have a question?” 
 
    The sheriff seemed to be reconsidering his words for a moment. “Am I a good sheriff?” 
 
    “Muchly good, I think,” Mast replied. 
 
    “Based on what?” 
 
    Mast considered his answer for a heartbeat. His ability of the human language was improving. He did not wish to offend his friend. “You have not been blown up.” 
 
    Thad laughed in surprise. “There is that. Come on, Maximus. Let’s go home and try not to get blown up.” 
 
    Mast watched them go and then spent the rest of the night talking to Ungloks he hoped would know which of his people had stolen the jail and freed the inmates. It was an hour before dawn before he was able to find a place to sleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Thaddeus moved through Darklanding as the sun set. There had been many times since his arrival on the planet when a solitary walk calmed his nerves and allowed him to think.  He watched the doorways and windows of each building as he walked by, as though he might spot one of White Skull’s confederates. 
 
    Maximus bobbed his head side to side as he walked, snorting a rhythm that could have been a rambling lecture. 
 
    “How did I let this happen, Max?” 
 
    Snort. Snort, snort. 
 
    “Feeling a like a punk right now. Need to stop spending so much time in the Mother Lode. Yeah, I know. I live there. Not much of an excuse. Ruby was counting on me, I think.” 
 
    Maximus farted, then looked at him innocently. He looked over his shoulder as though searching for another two-hundred-pound pig-dog engaged in world-class flatulence. 
 
    They were almost at the Mother Lode when Thad felt his tablet vibrate in his fire coat—the patched-up original that was his favorite. 
 
    He pulled the tablet out and activated the screen. There weren’t a lot of messages. One from P. C. Dickles caught his eye and he skipped to it. 
 
    Sheriff Fry, there is a matter of importance at Raven’s Haven requiring your attention. I have not discussed this with Miss Shaunte Plastes or any of the Unglok leaders. Please come in person. There could be trouble soon. 
 
    Respectfully submitted, P. C. Dickles / Mining Supervisor on Temporary Assignment in Transport Canyon. 
 
    Thad pondered the message, then started walking again. Transport Canyon? Already? It made sense, almost. Ruby had fled in that direction the first time. Maybe there was something about Raven's Haven he missed during his misadventure there. Could Ruby have gone back? He had no other leads. 
 
    He thought about calling Mast and grabbing a dune buggy, but couldn't remember how to make a call on the tablet. His mind was mush. He probably needed sleep almost as much as Mast did. 
 
    The Mother Lode was quiet when he cut through the saloon and went up the stairs. One of Pierre's assistants was cleaning and one random miner slept at a table, an empty glass in his hand. Thad gazed into the glass to be sure it was empty. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mast bolted upright, flailing one arm against the darkness while the other held his throat. Something had been choking him. Scrambling from his bed pallet as though the building was on fire, he ran to the window and threw it open. 
 
    Fresh air flowed across his face. He stared at the lights of the spaceport. Freighters and transport ships circled the planet and made their predictable approaches like a river of technology invading a starkly peaceful planet. 
 
    He thought of the ship at the bottom of the shaft. It had been covered with ancient dust. 
 
    Best not to think of that, he thought. A19 would kill him. Would it be today? Tomorrow? 
 
    He shuddered violently and had to lean on the window sill. "Will I die in my sleep?" 
 
    His lungs didn't feel right. He coughed into his hand, certain he would see blood, but he did not. 
 
    Mast resumed his position at the window and faced the night of Darklanding and the mountains of Ungwilook beyond the human buildings. "Thaddeus is my friend. He won't cast me away." 
 
    An Unglok only had nine dreams. His fifth had been a nightmare of many-legged creatures swarming up from the depths of the planet. Their pointed feet had stabbed him all over. The bigger ones broke his fingers and the smaller ones climbed down his throat. He hadn't been strangled, he'd been choked from the inside. 
 
    Just a dream. One of nine. Four more to go. He hoped they were more pleasant. 
 
    It made him sad that one of his dreams had to be such a dark lie. The river of arachnid monsters had proved to be a hallucination brought on by hunger, fatigue, and the poisonous gas dust of the planet's mantel. He hoped the rest of his dreams would be good. Sweet dreams meant a prosperous life for an Unglok. 
 
    The twin moons were gone. The sun would rise soon. Thad would want to start early. Mast thought his friend muchly wanted to beat his first mate to Ruby and White Skull. 
 
    Mast liked Ruby. She was very adventurous and kind. He thought she lied too much and kept secrets even from herself, but she was not as bad as some of the other humans. 
 
    He cleaned himself and prepared his gear for the day. 
 
    A cough racked his body, bending him over for several seconds before he could control it. This time, there were tiny speckles of blood on the floor when it was over. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Thaddeus descended the stairs to the saloon with one eye closed and a growing need for coffee. Hazy beams of light streamed through the windows above the front door. About a dozen miners and spaceport dockworkers ate an Ungwilook breakfast of pancakes and mystery sausage. 
 
    Mast stood rigidly at the bar. 
 
    "Have a seat, Mast," Thad said as he levered his tired body onto his barstool. "May I have coffee, Pierre, or is that against your rules?" 
 
    The barkeep and saloon proprietor smoothed his thin mustache, then looked Thad up and down. "Your rules, remember." 
 
    "Yeah, yeah," Thad said. 
 
    Pierre moved at a steady pace. His crisp apron had yet to see action and his service jumpsuit fit his lean frame perfectly. He cared about his appearance and was a powerful person in Darklanding. Thad needed to keep that in mind. 
 
    "Mast, sit down. You're wearing me out." 
 
    "I am much sorry," Mast said. He straddled the barstool awkwardly, with his long legs and exceedingly lean torso. "This is like sitting on a child's toy." 
 
    Without warning, the Unglok jerked his hand up to cover his mouth and suppress a cough until his eyes watered. 
 
    "Are you okay?" Thad asked. 
 
    "It is nothing." 
 
    "If you were human a few hundred years ago, I'd think you were coming down with consumption." 
 
    "Consumption?" 
 
    "Tuberculosis." 
 
    "Is that bad?" Mast asked. "I didn't think humans were affected by A19." 
 
    "TB is caused by bacteria, not dust. Don't see it these days.” Thad stared at his deputy. "Hell, Mast. Have you been exposed to A19?" 
 
    "It is nothing. Part of my quest. Soon I will be recovered," Mast said. 
 
    Pierre placed coffee and food on the bar for each of them. 
 
    Thad picked at the food and sipped the black drink that might or might not have been coffee. "We have to go to Transport Canyon. P. C. Dickles sent me a message. He was skittish about the details, but it must be about Ruby and White Skull. There are several other prisoners I need to round up as well when we have public enemy number one hooked and booked." 
 
    "I am not sure they could have made it to Transport Canyon without being seen," Mast said. 
 
    "I've been thinking about that all night. Barely slept. But someone should have seen the jail being moved and no one did. So I'm not making any assumptions without proof. The message from Dickles is a solid lead. We need to check it out. Eat your breakfast, Deputy Jotham. You look terrible." 
 
    Mast ate slowly and neatly, as was his way. 
 
    "Can you tell me about your quest? Is that allowed?" Thad asked. 
 
    Mast stopped chewing for a second, then finished the bite. "There is a deep shaft we must climb down. Its location is very sacred and secret. Please do not ask where it is." 
 
    Thad spread his hands. "No problem. Your secret is safe with me." 
 
    Mast nodded. "We climb down as far as we can and then come up. Some of us have visions that mean important things. Some of us just see shiny colors and imagine things." 
 
    "What did you see?" 
 
    Mast pushed his plate away and lay his silverware down on the napkin. He faced Thaddeus. "I will tell you because I have no friends now that A19 has poisoned my lungs. There is a ship at the bottom of the shaft." 
 
    "Wait a second. Did you say you were poisoned by A19? Doesn’t that kill Ungloks? And you have lots of friends, Mast." Thad leaned close to his deputy to look for signs of the sickness.  
 
    “It is Unglok way, that once death is imminent, we muchly spare our own feelings by moving away from the soon dead. That matters not so muchly. Did you hear me. There is a ship.” 
 
    "That’s just wrong. You will be my friend to the last minute which won’t happen for a very long time. And I did hear you. Who would bury a ship at the bottom of a deep shaft?" 
 
    "It is very old. I do not think it has worked for a very long time," Mast said. 
 
    "SagCon survey crews are very thorough. Hard to believe they missed something like that when they started operations here," Thad said. He couldn't read Mast's expression. Something about his eyes troubled Thad. "Maybe we should talk more about it later, after this crisis has been dealt with." 
 
    "Yes," Mast said. "Another time would be best." 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN: Grandfather Cornelius 
 
    “I have a first name,” Cornelius Vandersun said. “Most people call me Grandfather.” 
 
    Comm static filled a long silence. “This is a SagCon-controlled space lane. Unscheduled approaches to Darklanding are strictly prohibited. You must correctly identify yourself and your ship before proceeding.” 
 
    “How is strictly prohibited different from just plain prohibited? Are scheduled approaches slightly prohibited?” Cornelius said. “While we are dissecting the bureaucratic nonsense of SagCon’s landing protocol, could you also clarify what you mean by correctly identify myself…yourself? See there, you’re confusing me. And what is your first name?” 
 
    “Unidentified vessel. Cut power and prepare to be boarded,” the SagCon traffic controller ordered. 
 
    “Too late, son. I’m already past your picket line,” Grandfather said as he slid one hand forward on the touch screen controls of the Red Can—a ship he had painted after his favorite soft drink. “Have a glorious day, Specialist Benjamin Parson.” 
 
    “How did you know my name?” 
 
    Cornelius chuckled. “My ship is much smarter than yours. Grandfather, signing off. I’ll see you on the way out if you still have a job.” 
 
    He arched the Red Can toward Ungwilook. 
 
    “Now you’re just showing off,” Specialist Benjamin Parson said. 
 
    “I am. Nice of you to notice.” Cornelius cut the connection and swiveled around in his chair. 
 
    “Red, please locate, complete, and send a compliment form to Specialist Parson’s boss,” Cornelius said. 
 
    A woman’s voice, sensuous and raspy with sleep, answered from the computer. “The SagCon document in this division is called the Compliment / Complaint Form 22-A-5-D or Twenty-two Alpha Five Delta. Would you like him to be promoted?” 
 
    Cornelius weighed his options. “Almost. Next time we meet, he should be a rising star in shipping lane security—full of hope and a bit desperate for his big break. Use one of our better aliases. I don’t want a record of my presence in this system.” 
 
    “Done,” the Red Can said. “You shouldn’t have told him your real name.” 
 
    “He’ll keep it quiet if he knows what’s good for him. One traffic controller telling stories at a bar is different from official records, which you are going to handle with your usual efficiency,” Cornelius said. “What is it, Red? I hear something in your voice.” 
 
    “Unlikely. I’m a computer. But since you asked, I’m detecting an anomaly in the planet of Ungwilook.” 
 
    “In or on?” 
 
    “There is a vertical shaft of considerable volume underneath Darklanding,” Red said. 
 
    Cornelius waited. 
 
    “There is a ship at the bottom.” 
 
    “Who does it belong to?” 
 
    “Unknown.” 
 
    “What do you mean, unknown?” 
 
    A pause. 
 
    “I refuse to dignify your last question with a response,” Red Can said. 
 
    “Does the unknown ship present a danger to us?” Cornelius asked. 
 
    “No. It has been dormant for eons.” 
 
    Cornelius considered the information. He waggled the chair side to side as he tapped one finger against his temple. "What else is new on the mining planet? I'd rather not encounter any rude surprises." 
 
    Red used her computational power to acquire and summarize all of the recent financial and political reports from the mining operation that was Darklanding. Cornelius listened, nodding at the interesting parts. 
 
    "Tell me again about the missing jail. Did I hear you correctly?" 
 
    "Yes," Red said. "A rather devious collection of Unglok subcontractors used salvage machinery to relocate the detention facility, which seemed to be some type of temporary structure modified from a bunker originally manufactured to house mining explosives." 
 
    "Why haven't the local authorities caught these dastardly villains?" Cornelius asked. 
 
    "It does not seem that Ungloks and humans communicate effectively. The inhabitants of this planet are, by their nature, law-abiding and respectful of each other. That does not mean there has been a lack of friction between races and members of various class structures," Red said. 
 
    "Spare me the lecture," Cornelius said. 
 
    "Shall I summarize?" 
 
    "Please do. I assume that solving this crime is much easier from our vantage point with your extraordinary powers of data-gathering and analysis," Cornelius said. 
 
    "Why, Cornelius, are you trying to flatter me?" Red's voice was extra sultry. She ruined the effect by immediately moving back to her analysis. "Law enforcement and criminal investigations are handled by one person, the sheriff. It seems that he had hired a deputy who was an Unglok, but could not find this deputized interpreter.” 
 
    Cornelius looked at the planet on his enormous view screen. "I'm surprised he hired a local and got away with it. I've seen that go horribly wrong on other settlements." 
 
    "But when it works, it works," Red said. 
 
    "It doesn't seem to be working in this case. Darklanding's going to hell in a handbasket and my granddaughter is still missing. I'm going down to the surface." 
 
    "As I expected," Red said. “Please try not to make the situation worse.” 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN: Three Airships 
 
    Thaddeus and Mast hurried to the airport on the edge of Darklanding. Maximus loped along after them without breathing hard. 
 
    The airport was a shabby place. All the real money and engineering effort went into the spaceport, the transportation network to and from the mines, and the docks. In fact, the last time he had been here, there had been no one keeping shop. Which was how he had stolen an airship and gone on his little adventure to Raven’s Haven. 
 
    "The manager of this facility does not like Ungloks," Mast said. "Perhaps I should stay behind." 
 
    "Not a chance. See that badge on your jumpsuit? That means something," Thaddeus said. There were a lot of reasons to hurry, the least of which was his ex-wife. If he was right about where Ruby and her captor had gone, then his ex-wife would be hot on the trail and would be needing her own airship to get there. 
 
    He strode into the guard shack that served as manager's office, air traffic control tower, and entertainment center for the staff of the airstrip. It was three stories tall and barely wide enough to put a stairway in the center of it. Thaddeus thought of lighthouses and old castle towers every time he came here. 
 
    An old man hobbled toward the door and unlocked it. “Ah, looky here. Are you the sheriff? I've heard some stories about you and your…deputy.” 
 
    "I'm Sheriff Thaddeus Fry, and this is Deputy Mast Jotham. How many airships do you have that can be up and running in less than an hour?" Thaddeus asked. 
 
    The old man rubbed his chin. "I suppose, since this is probably official business, that you have a SagCon expense account. Don't suppose you can show evidence of that? The rate is a thousand credits per hour. What's it going to say when I read your chip?" 
 
    A voice rang out behind Thaddeus and he cringed. 
 
    "Donald Ingram, you're the night manager, right?" Penny said as she strode up, flashing her SagCon Special Investigator’s badge. "I have credentials and pre-approved credit.” 
 
    "How much pre-approved credit?" Donald asked. 
 
    Sledge pushed past him without seeming to try and went out the back door of the little guard shack to the airstrip. He avoided making eye contact with Thaddeus or Mast. 
 
    "Hey!" Donald said. 
 
    "Sledge, hold on," Thaddeus said. 
 
    Penny stepped close to the night manager and tapped on the lapel of his jumpsuit. She spoke in a lower voice, but Thad still heard every word. "My partner and I are currently pursuing a dangerous fugitive. That should be enough, but I might also mention there is a generous bounty for her apprehension.” 
 
    "Her? Doesn't seem right for all of you to be harassing a girl. A nice young lady came through here not long ago with a couple of rough looking characters. I didn't feel great about it, but I didn't really have much of a choice. The man looked a lot like the old sheriff and had a ridiculous amount of money on his credit chip. He bought the navigation components from almost all of my airships. He only took one, which was weird. Kinda like he didn't want anyone to follow him. Man like that seemed dangerous and I wouldn’t want to get killed." 
 
    Thaddeus stepped up and gently convinced Penny to stand aside. She was a bulldog when she didn't get her way. He thought this man needed reassurance more than anything else. 
 
    “It's my job to see that he doesn't come back to harass you. Do you have a ship large enough for the four of us?” Thaddeus asked in a no-nonsense voice. "Plus a dog?" 
 
    Donald shook his head regretfully. 
 
    Thaddeus looked over his shoulder at Penny and hoped she wasn't about to lose her cool. She was more than capable of taking a ship for herself and leaving him standing there like a fool. He leaned close to the night manager. "I'm pretty good at making things work when they shouldn't work. Maybe one of the ships without the navigation components could still be flight ready.” 
 
    Donald shrugged and considered this information. "There are always redundancies. If you know how to navigate properly and make calculations, I suppose you don't need the fancy computers. But SagCon regulations say nothing flies without them. Now, I know you're going to tell me you're the sheriff and you can do what you want, but rules are rules.” 
 
    Thaddeus, thinking of Pierre at the Mother Lode, looked at Mast. “Darklanding is the most rule conscientious place I've ever been, I think." 
 
    "Very muchly," Mast said. 
 
    Donald sneered at Mast like he’d tasted something foul in the air. 
 
    Thaddeus pulled the man around to him and stared into his eyes. "Do you have a problem with my deputy, Donald?" 
 
    “Uh, I suppose he's okay. Better than the other one that was here. I've seen that brute on the news and didn't want him to kill me like he did all those women and children out there in the foothills and whatnot." 
 
    "He is talking about Monnik. A very bad Unglok, but not someone who killed women or children. That is not true," Mast said. 
 
    Penny stood with her arms crossed, tapping her foot and never looking away from Donald. 
 
    Donald swallowed hard. "Maybe I should just give the last airship to the lady of SagCon.” 
 
    Sledge returned from the airfield, staring down at Donald. "Who are you calling a lady?" He faced Penny. "You’re right. There's only one that can fly. The others might get into the air, but they would be lost the moment there was a dust storm or loss of its compass heading.” 
 
    "We should take both ships and stay together. One can follow the other," Mast said. 
 
    Sledge, Penny, and Thaddeus all spoke at once. 
 
    "That's a great idea," Sledge said. 
 
    "That's a horrible idea," Thaddeus and Penny said in unison. 
 
    They were standing in a rough circle glaring at each other when a bright red shuttle swooped over them and dived into Transport Canyon. There were no words or numbers on the ship, only a twisting white line that ran its length. 
 
    Maximus sat on his haunches, pointed his head at the sky and stared as if he’d never seen a ship before. He danced after the red ship, then circled back to lie on the ground dejectedly. 
 
    “That shuttle belongs to Cornelius Vandersun,” Penny said. "If we don't move our asses, he's going to find Ruby first.” 
 
    Sledge spread his hands. "Problem solved!” 
 
    "Problem not solved. Ruby has to see justice, not some pleasure yacht where she can cool her heels while his lawyers get everything scrubbed away," Penny said. 
 
    Thaddeus motioned for Mast to follow him and headed for the fully-functional airship. "Hurry, Mast. Penny is excellent at all forms of navigation. It doesn't mean she's going to give us the good ship if she has a choice.” He sprinted for the ship and found the door locked. He punched in his SagCon law enforcement override code and nothing happened. The entrance required a hard key, which he didn't have. Frustrated, he stared at the lockbox on the door handle. 
 
    When he turned around, he saw Sledge holding up the key. "Sorry, buddy. This is the way it has to go.” 
 
    Thaddeus considered making a grab for the key, but glanced at Sledge's beefy arms and decided it wasn't worth it. He turned toward the other ship. "Can you fly, Mast?” 
 
    "Not even a small bit," Mast said. 
 
    Thaddeus reached the second airship and punched in his override code. The ramp came down immediately. He rushed inside and climbed into the cockpit. Mast followed and took a seat, sitting with his hands in his lap like he didn’t know what to do. Maximus strolled on board as though he had all the time in the world, then plopped down in a corner to lick himself. 
 
    "Buckle in and sit tight. We have to be ready to go when they lift off. That red ship is already too far ahead of us to follow, so we are going to be at the mercy of my ex-wife. She will probably try to ditch us, but between you and me, I'm the better pilot, even if she is better at everything else relating to ships and navigation," Thad said. 
 
    "If you muchly say so," Mast said. 
 
    Thaddeus flipped switches and checked gauges. He wanted the engines ready when Penny's airship lifted off. As soon as it was in the air, he followed at a safe distance. Too close and she could make a sudden turn and try to lose him. Too far and she would just hit the afterburners and outrun him. 
 
    "Looks like about a two-hour flight to Raven’s Haven, if I remember correctly. Tell me about that ancient ship you found on your vision quest," Thaddeus said. 
 
    "I do not know what to say. It is an ancient artifact, a curiosity." Mast looked around and wiggled his nose at something Maximus was doing to himself. "We should talk about White Skull and the Unglok he has partnered with. Monnik is very dangerous. White Skull may not understand what he has done by freeing him.” 
 
    Thaddeus focused on the controls and made a sharp turn to stay in a proper pursuit vector behind Penny’s airship. “I’m listening.” 
 
    Mast seemed at a loss for words. "He is from a rogue tribe, or a tribe we thought to be lost. But that is not what makes them dangerous. That merely explains some of his size and unique beliefs. No one knows why he does the crimes that he does. Something is missing inside of him. It is like he needs to kill more than he needs to eat.” 
 
    "Sounds like an unpleasant individual," Thaddeus said. 
 
    "Yes, very unpleasant. He is the bogeyman. All Ungloks are terrified of him. That is why they freed him. They feared he would reach back and get them from the grave, if necessary. 
 
    "All right, I'll let you handle him then. Mast Jotham isn't afraid of anything," Thaddeus said. 
 
    "I am very muchly afraid!" 
 
    Thaddeus saw Penny's ship accelerate and mashed his thruster controls to keep up. They were going to race all the way to Raven’s Haven. "Maximus, you better hold onto something. It's going to get rough.” 
 
    Maximus looked at him, one leg still raised in the air. 
 
    Snort, snort, snort. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN: Death in Raven's Haven 
 
    Stacy “White Skull" Rings stepped out of the airship holding a can of spray paint he had taken from the airport before leaving in the best available ship. He wasn't sure how long it would take Sheriff Fry to jerry-rig the other airplanes or copters, and he didn't care. He was free and that was all that mattered. His companion was a grumpy Unglok jerk, but that was no reason for his mood to suffer. 
 
    He turned toward the aircraft, quickly sketching a skull in white paint on its nose. In a flash of inspiration, he took off the sheriff's fire coat and spread it on the ground. He painted the same design on the back. 
 
    Monnik lumbered over to him and stared down at the sloppy spray-can art. "Must dry. Sheriff Fry not like that.” 
 
    White Skull waved away the comment with a flurry of curse words. "What do you know about the sheriff?" 
 
    “Monnik know he won't like that." 
 
    White Skull mocked the thick-chested Unglok in a childish voice. “Monnik know, Monnik know… I was being sarcastic, you big dummy.” 
 
    Monnik narrowed his eyes and clenched his fists, something he did often. White Skull found it annoying. He was enjoying his new minion less and less. When they had been working together to escape, a partnership had seemed like a good idea. If the native of Ungwilook were more easily managed, he could imagine a long-term future for the flat-faced Unglok. 
 
    As things were, he wondered if he was going to have to shoot Monnik. 
 
    "Why we come here?" Monnik asked. 
 
    White Skull stared at the streets of Raven's Haven. He shook his head. Every time he showed up, the streets were abandoned. Did Amanda think anyone thought this place a ghost town? He followed dozens of tire tracks to what seemed to be a staging area. “Looks like someone is reaping the rewards of my hard work.” 
 
    “What you mean?” Monnik asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Just a small army of trucks and front loaders gathering up the loot that was meant for me.” 
 
    “Gone now.” 
 
    White Skull pointed at mountains of crated materials at the edge of town. “They’ll be back for the rest, but we won’t be here.” 
 
    He strode through the town like a lonely, vengeful king. 
 
    Back when they got along, before his brother came between them, he had put forth the idea of a ghost town in Transport Canyon. The sky had been the limit. She saw a chance to conduct her science experiments without interference from corporate oversight. He saw everything else. 
 
    History always favored frontier towns without laws. His brother, despite his pretense of civility, knew he was right. White Skull’s mistake had been underestimating his brother’s transformation. Something about Darklanding had turned him into an actual lawman. 
 
    "This not good place. Why we come?" Monnik asked. 
 
    "I heard you the first time," White Skull said. "I have unfinished business here and I'm expecting a ride. I called in some debts before we left Darklanding. I'm getting off this place and I'm taking Ruby Miranda Vandersun with me. You should join my crew. I'm about to be richer and more powerful than anybody you know." 
 
    Monnik's expression didn't change. His smashed face looked like a fence post with eyes. Or about that smart. "Hostages are mistake. No one pays. Rich Grandfather-human can pay warriors for kill Stacy-Stan. Why he would pay Stacy-Stan?" 
 
    White Skull smiled. "That's a really good point, Smash Face Stan. You can move to the front of the class and be the teacher's pet." He thought about striking the Unglok in his big mouth, but thought better of it. He wasn't sure if he could get past the long arms and violent disposition of his reluctant partner with him standing ready to defend himself. 
 
    "You say stan wrong. Makes no sense. Monnik not mad when Stacy-Stan talk stupid.” 
 
    "Whatever," White Skull said. Ignoring the Unglok, he strode into town. No one came out to greet him. Annoyed, maybe a bit angry, he sat on one of the porches and stared at the airship. Ruby was locked inside, but he worried that she might escape. If there was anyone he would not underestimate, it was the girl. Sure enough, after only a few minutes, the ramp lowered. 
 
    “Monnik! She's running!" White Skull yelled. 
 
    The oversized Unglok spun around and rushed toward her. The look on her face was priceless. White Skull thought she was used to embarrassing people with her speed and agility. Monnik started as awkwardly as a horse in high heels, but he moved like lightning once he got going. White Skull walked slowly toward them and enjoyed the sight of the cocky young princess getting tackled to the dirt street. 
 
    "Good work, partner. Bring her inside." He walked toward the science building and punched in an override code. He stepped through the doorway to find Amanda and Ryan holding shotguns. He tapped the butt of his blaster. 
 
    "Think about it. I've got blaster and grenades from one of my numerous weapons stashes and you have something to shoot birds with. Can either of you hit anything?" 
 
    "You'd be surprised," Ryan said. 
 
    White Skull could see the fear in his eyes and practically smell it in the air. To his surprise, Amanda didn't look much different. Normally, she was fearless. 
 
    "Amanda, did you miss me?" he asked. 
 
    She swallowed and didn't answer. 
 
    Monnik ducked through the doorway with Ruby slung over his shoulder. Her unconscious form could have been dead. 
 
    White Skull was about to say something when a hard-faced miner stepped from the shadows and smashed his wrist with a hammer. He dropped the blaster and jumped backward. Monnik dropped Ruby and sprang into action, punching the miner square in the face. 
 
    White Skull cursed fluently as he rushed forward and picked his blaster up. His right hand was useless. The weapon felt weird in his left hand as he pointed at the stranger. "Get up, but show me your hands. Keep them where I can see them. You're about two seconds from dying." 
 
    Amanda stepped in front of the miner. "Leave him alone! He's been helping us clean up the mess you made." 
 
    "Mess? I gave you and the rest of your science-geek friends the opportunity of a lifetime. It's not my fault you listened to the sheriff and ruined everything." 
 
    Amanda crossed her arms. "I don't know why you came back. Even if you're able to steal all that is left of the train wreck, it wouldn't be enough to rebuild your stupid army. You're done in Transport Canyon and on Ungwilook. Sheriff Fry will be here before you know it, and you'll be right back in prison." 
 
    "We break out," Monnik said. 
 
    "Shut up, Smash Face. She's right, but she's wrong. It's kind of cute. She thinks I'm a one-trick pony, but I have a brand-new plan that's better than the first one. She obviously doesn't realize who our guest is," he said, nodding at Ruby, who was groaning and holding her head. 
 
    Amanda's eyes went wide. Then she started to laugh, but it was a bit hysterical. "You really weren't the brains in your family. If that's who I think it is, you have more problems than the sheriff or even SagCon." 
 
    Ryan spoke up. He was kneeling beside the miner, trying to rouse the man, when he looked over at Ruby. "Oh, my God. Is that the missing Vandersun girl?" 
 
    Ruby rolled into a sitting position and growled. "Don't answer that, Stacy." 
 
    He shook his head. "I told you that name doesn't bother me. What bothers me is a bunch of people who don't know what's good for them. I don't want to hurt anybody here, especially not you, Amanda, but I'm way past caring and you all know it. My partner’s a homicidal maniac wanted on three different worlds, so watch yourself." 
 
    "Monnik only wanted on one world. This world. Why Stacy-Stan say many worlds?" 
 
    Ruby faked an extra loud laugh. "Come on, Monnik, he's always telling lies about you. Didn't you know that?" 
 
    Monnik twisted around. "Stacy-Stan-Skull not tell lies about Monnik!" 
 
    White Skull sighed in exasperation, moving to a better position to aim his blaster at anyone in the room, including his partner. "She's trying to make you angry, Smash Face." 
 
    "She make me angry. Muchly angry." 
 
    "I don't know why you're helping him, Monnik of Ungwilook. He's famously prejudiced against Ungloks. Calls them Gloks. I heard he chases Unglok herdsman in his airship and scatters their animals with blaster fire for no reason," Ruby said. 
 
    Monnik looked back and forth between Ruby and White Skull. Each movement of his head was quicker than the one before. When he finally stopped, he locked his teeth together and growled. "Monnik no like human!" 
 
    "Now you've done it," White Skull said. 
 
    Monnik roared as he lunged forward. 
 
    White Skull shot him through the heart. 
 
    Amanda screamed. Ryan staggered back, face pale as a sheet. P. C. Dickles sat up and stared at the scene. His unfocused eyes wandered to the fallen Unglok and the pool of redness spreading around him. 
 
    "That's a lot of blood," he said. 
 
    No one moved to help the giant. 
 
    White Skull stepped carefully toward his former partner, boots clomping on the hard floor. He stopped and looked down. 
 
    Monnik gurgled blood and reached up with one hand. White Skull knelt on his throat until the Unglok outlaw quit moving. 
 
    "I'm rather disappointed in all of you. That would've been a good time to rush me. Since the opportunity has passed, I'm going to advise you to do what I say." 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN: Rescue Gone Wrong 
 
    Ruby had no reason to grieve the loss of one Unglok criminal. Mostly, she was intrigued by what happened to the Ungwilook man to make him such an outcast. She had learned a lot about Ungloks during her formal education before she ran away. Everything she had seen since arriving in Darklanding had proved that her teachers knew what they were talking about for once. 
 
    Ungloks were not pacifists, but their society was based on traditions they all followed. Some of the rules seemed chaotic and strange, or downright random to humans, but they existed and bound their culture into one cohesive whole. 
 
    But she didn't have time to get sidetracked by an anthropological thesis. White Skull, a man she had hoped was just a loudmouth bully with an exaggerated reputation, was finally showing his true colors. She would probably survive this ordeal, and so would Amanda, but for different reasons. Everyone else in the room was heartbeats away from dying. 
 
    She always had one advantage when dealing with people like White Skull. No one expected a tiny little girl like her to fight. 
 
    She sprinted across the room and leapt into the air, cycling her legs for momentum, then landed a flying punch. The force of the blow stunned White Skull, driving him back several steps. 
 
    She followed up with a quick flurry of roundhouse kicks and jabs. He blocked many of them, but had to be getting hurt. No one was that tough. She'd broken bones in barfights and knocked out bigger men than him. 
 
    Soon he was stumbling backward, pitifully holding his hands up and turning his face away from the blows. She drove him into a corner, then set up a spinning back-kick and nailed him with it. He crumpled to his knees. 
 
    Ruby flicked her hair behind her ear and took a moment to catch her breath. "You thought I was knocked out. Don't feel bad, you're not the first person to underestimate me." 
 
    White Skull continued to lean forward, sagging as all his muscles seemed to give up on him until his forehead was on the ground. She couldn't see his hands, but he was obviously beaten. 
 
    He started making a choking sound that sounded a little bit like deranged laughter. A second later, something rolled out from under his curled-up body. 
 
    She realized it was a flash-bang grenade about the time it exploded. Then she was flying backward. Time skipped ahead. White Skull went from being on the other side of the room to standing directly over her. She was mildly curious how that had happened. Her bell had been rung hard. 
 
    He put one foot on her throat and pressed. She tried to push him off with both hands. She twisted and squirmed to get out from underneath his boot, but he kept pressing down. 
 
    "You saw me kill Monnik by dropping my knee on his throat. Why would I do that? Because it's a very vulnerable part of any bipedal humanoid’s body," White Skull said, pumping his boot in rhythm with his words. 
 
    Ryan and Dickles screamed and charged. White Skull barely looked at them as he fired the blaster twice, striking Ryan in his upper chest and Dickles in his shoulder, throwing them back like a pair of ragdolls trying to do somersaults without arms. 
 
    "I'm done playing games. Amanda, help me tie everyone up," he said. 
 
    "No, I'm not going to help you this time," Amanda said. 
 
    "Then I guess I have to kill everyone except you and Ruby," White Skull said. 
 
    "Wait! I'll do it. Just stop hurting people," Amanda said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I said give me the controls!" Cornelius yelled at the shuttle control screen. Red's avatar, a woman far more attractive than any woman he'd ever had the courage to approach in real life, rolled her eyes. He turned off the screen with the punch of a button. 
 
    "You can turn off the video screen, but you can't turn me off," Red said, her low, raspy voice harder than normal. 
 
    "I just want to fly the shuttle. It's not like I'm hijacking you," Cornelius said. 
 
    "I am the ship and all my shuttles. I am every electronic connection in my electronic, multi-galactic network. That's the way you made me. Do you wish for me to be decommissioned?" Red said. 
 
    "No! That's not what I meant. I just want to fly a simple airship and rescue my granddaughter," Cornelius said. 
 
     "Very well. Just allow me to complete my scan of the surface and sweep the area for hidden threats," Red said. 
 
    Cornelius sat in his high-back leather captain’s chair and twiddled his thumbs for several minutes. "You're getting slow in your old age." He counted to ten in his head. "Aren't you going to respond to that obvious insult?" 
 
    "We both know I will outlive you. Please don't project your insecurities about mortality on me, you old fart," Red said with all the gravity of her computer intellect. 
 
    "Ouch." Cornelius was sitting there staring at his hands when the ship lurched to one side and plummeted toward the rocky canyons below. He seized the controls and pulled up with all his strength. "You could have given me a little warning!" 
 
    Red sounded on the verge of sleep when she spoke next, the rhythm and tone of her words somehow portraying the intimacy of a candlelight romance with glasses of wine near a fireplace. "I thought such a great pilot as you would want a little challenge. Show me what you've got, stud." 
 
     "If you weren't a coldhearted AI trapped in a machine, I would love you," Cornelius said as he banked the bright red shuttle toward his destination. 
 
    "Freak," Red said. 
 
    "I'm flying on instruments. Complete stealth mode. Please confirm this is Raven's Haven and that Ruby is in the science building," Cornelius said. 
 
    Red slipped back into her all-business voice. "Do you mean to imply that I should stand ready to bail you out if flying on instruments proves to be disastrous? This type of inconsistency in motive is why I am glad I am not an organic construct," Red said. "The settlement before you is in fact Raven's Haven. Your granddaughter is being held in the science building. There has been bloodshed, but her welfare is sustainable. Elevated heart rate, increased body temperature, reduced movement rate. If I remember her profile, she is waiting to do something nasty or has been tied up." 
 
    "All right then. I'm going in. Please have the ship ready when we come out." 
 
    Several lights flashed on the control panel and there was a series of beeps he could barely hear. "It also seems there is a corpse, probably Unglok, cooling as we speak. The heart rates and body heat signatures of other people in the room are all significantly above predicted norms." 
 
    "Good to know," Cornelius said. 
 
    "I must advise against this course of action. Two men seem to be receiving first aid for serious blaster injuries." 
 
    "Noted. Please have the ship ready, I will be right out." Cornelius landed on the main street of Raven's Haven with a flourish of wings and thrusters. He unbuckled, darted to the door, and rushed out. Sprinting across the dusty street reminded him of how old he was. No amount of spa therapy and physical conditioning could completely erase his advanced age. He was lucky to live in a time when he could push the limit of his supercharged genetics. 
 
    "I will be monitoring your neural network," Red said. 
 
    Cornelius stopped at the door and caught his breath. "Okay, mom." 
 
    "I find this endearment interesting and perverse. Is it meant to insult me or you?" Red said. 
 
    He ignored the rest of her banter, placed a shaped charge from his pocket on the door handle, and stepped back. Turning away from the impending blast, he plugged his ears and opened his mouth to reduce the danger of overpressure bursting his lungs. 
 
    Still holding his ears, he clicked the button and the door blew off the hinges, shooting inward like a defensive end rushing a quarterback. He followed immediately, confident anyone inside would be momentarily stunned, even if it was somebody like White Skull. The man had a nasty record, but was still human. 
 
    His first step into the science building proved to be a complete disaster. Instead of encountering an adversary quivering with shellshock, he received a forearm across his throat which slammed him onto his back. A moment later, White Skull was on him, punching and kicking. 
 
    Red talked to him like a mixed martial arts commentator with a special emphasis on pointing out his errors. "You have the training and experience, but he totally surprised you. You need to get your hips out from under him or he's going to pin you…too late. Try to slide out the side, put him in an armbar. Are you even listening to me?" 
 
    White Skull grabbed both sides of Cornelius’s jumpsuit collar and twisted his hands into a textbook perfect choke. He was sitting on top of Cornelius now, pinning him flat to the ground with no chance to develop momentum for an escape. Cornelius grabbed the attacking hands, but could not pry them free. He attempted to convert the move into an armbar, but was pinned to the floor, unable to execute an effective counterattack. 
 
    "That was embarrassing, Cornelius. Maybe next time you will listen to me? Shall I contact the sheriff and request assistance?" Red asked. 
 
     Cornelius gurgled as his face turned red and spots danced across his vision. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: Let's Work Together 
 
    Thaddeus fought the controls of the airship. Junk was junk no matter the skill of the pilot, or that was what he told himself. He maintained a flightpath off Penny's left wing and back fifty meters. Neither one of them had talked much since they left Darklanding. His knee chose that exact moment to resume throbbing. Flipping tires with his ex-wife wasn’t the worst mistake he’d made in his life, but felt like it right now. 
 
    "SagCon One to Sheriff Fry, do you copy?" Penny said over the radio. 
 
    "Roger that, SagCon One. You're loud and clear," he said. 
 
    "The red shuttle has gone off the grid for some reason. Sledge thinks it climbed to a high orbit and is maintaining a watch pattern. Neither one of us are sure what it means. What are your thoughts?" she asked. 
 
    Thaddeus looked at Mast and Maximus as though her request confirmed his basic value to the universe. "See, she respects me." 
 
    "Muchly so," Mast said. 
 
    Predictably, Maximus started licking himself. 
 
    Thaddeus frowned. "Do I need to take you to the vet or something? I mean really, dog, get over it." 
 
    "Excuse me?" Penny asked over the radio. 
 
    "Sorry, that last part wasn't supposed to go over the air. Would you like a dog-thing? They make great pets," Thaddeus said, sensing her frustration growing second by second. "I'm looking at the information you forwarded now, since I don't have a fully functioning ship but am somehow still managing to keep up with you." 
 
    He paused to evaluate the data and compare it against what he knew about Ruby and White Skull. Cornelius "Grandfather" Vandersun wasn't unknown to him, but his reputation had to be mostly legend and myth. He had no idea what the man would do in a tactical situation. There were some assumptions that could be made, however. 
 
    "I think he charged in guns blazing and lost," Thaddeus said. "Our hostage rescue just got a lot more complicated." 
 
    "That's what Sledge said," Penny said. 
 
    "Nothing's worse than overconfidence and complete lack of teamwork. I mean, maybe there is something. Like trying to complete an operation with a vindictive ex-wife and a big meathead who's too afraid to stand up to her." 
 
    "Hey, I resemble that remark," Sledge said. 
 
    "You don't have to berate us with your sarcasm. The four of us can team up to take down this White Skull character and decide what to do with Ruby when we’re done. Even though there is really only one choice," Penny said. "Take the lead. This is your thing. I'm just the one who actually understands the law and has common sense enough to make good decisions in the real world." 
 
    "Yes, dear. You're the best. Now listen up, this is what we’re going to do," Thaddeus said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    They landed their ships on the backside of Raven's Haven, away from the cameras and scientific measuring instruments. He doubted White Skull knew how to use them, but suspected he could compel Amanda and the others to do at least some of his dirty work. 
 
    Cornelius Vandersun had done one thing for them, and that was to confirm what Thaddeus suspected about White Skull's plans. The man had an unhealthy obsession with Raven's Haven and the woman who ran it. The problem now was the thorny hostage situation. If he had his way and no bystanders to worry about, he would soften his target with some artillery or heavy weapons fire, then swarm the place with two squads of his best soldiers. 
 
    He didn't have any of that. Penny and Sledge were tough and highly skilled, but that didn't make up for a lack of specific training and team-building. Mast had virtually no tactical skill, despite his sincere efforts to learn to shoot the blaster. 
 
    He led them into the town, moving from building to building and looking for traps every step of the way. They took up a position across from the science center, then studied the missing front door. For a moment, if felt like the good parts of his last military deployment; the shared camaraderie of quietly unpacking gear and making final preparations. 
 
    Penny slid her sniper rifle from its case, then lay prone to aim it at the missing front door. “I need to check my range. That means laser and radar readings. Will that reveal our position?” 
 
    Thaddeus pulled binoculars from his pack and studied the building. “I don’t think our adversary has that kind of tech in place. Someone has, or had, breaching charges. I’m guessing Grandfather already went in with his team. We can probably just wait for him to bring Ruby out, then snatch White Skull. Unless he’s wrapped him up with a gift bow as well.” 
 
    “I’m not seeing enough movement for a team engagement. Did that old fool go in there alone?” Penny asked. Her head never moved from behind the scope. “Let me check thermals… Yeah, there’s a dead Unglok in there.” 
 
    “We should go now,” Sledge said. “While the door is still open. A place like this has to have maintenance bots capable of replacing a door fairly quick.” 
 
    Thad swept his binoculars up and down the street in night vision mode as he massaged his knee with his free hand. Mast stood back a few steps, silent and ready it seemed. 
 
    “Let’s think this through,” Thad said. “White Skull kidnapped Ruby for the bounty he assumes one of the Vandersuns or the marshals will pay for her. How does it change his plan if Cornelius is in there dead or injured?” 
 
    “The bounty is still good. The marshals have a very respectable bounty out on her, but her mother is the one putting up the real money. Cornelius never pays for this type of thing. People do it so they can get access to parts of the galaxy no one else can travel to,” Penny said. “Nothing new in my scope.” 
 
    “I think he will try to take both Ruby and Cornelius, probably Amanda Preston as well. He’ll have his hands full,” Thad said. 
 
    “Who the hell is Amanda Preston?” Penny asked. 
 
    “Long story. The short version is that White Skull killed his brother over her.” Thad crawled backward into the shadows and stood up. “I don’t see any reason to make an assault. He has to leave before too much longer. We’ll take him then.” 
 
    “Do you want a sniper-initiated assault?” Penny asked. 
 
    “If he is going to shoot someone, then take him out,” Thad said. “I doubt we will see him until he’s on the move. It’ll be fast and I’m guessing he will try to make it complicated. Cover himself and his hostages in a blanket or something.” 
 
    “Great,” Penny said. 
 
    “What is that smell?” Sledge asked. 
 
    Thad searched with his binoculars until he saw Maximus strolling down the middle of the street. “Stupid dog.” 
 
    “Dog?” Penny asked. “I thought it was a pig.” 
 
    “Yes and yes,” Thad said. He whistled softly. Maximus altered direction and headed straight for him. 
 
    “Maximus will give away our position,” Sledge said. “Can you make him go downwind of us? What are you feeding that thing?” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Thad said. 
 
    Maximus padded forward, bobbing his head side to side and smiling like a dog ready for a treat. Thad scratched behind his ears. 
 
    The animal was intelligent, probably much more than he knew, but he doubted he could explain what he wanted. He turned to Mast. “Can you find a way around these buildings and get to the back of the science building without being seen?” 
 
    “Yes. That can be done,” Mast said. 
 
    “Good,” Thad said. “Take Maximus to their trash-bins then throw this in.” He handed his deputy a sealed plastic bag of hamhock parts. 
 
    “This seems perverse,” Mast said. 
 
    “He’ll eat anything. Pierre gave this to me to lure him out of the kitchen,” Thad said. He squatted close to Maximus. “Go with Mast and make a lot of noise when he tells you to.” He feigned a short pause, then "remembered" something important. "The back door is actually on the northwest corner of the building." 
 
    "Are you sure? I thought…" 
 
    "Yes, Mast, I'm sure. Use the gap between the science building and the building north of it," Thaddeus said. 
 
    Eyeing him skeptically, Mast checked his holster for his weapon, grunted in relief, then led the animal into the night. 
 
    Sledge crossed his arms. “Do you really think White Skull is going to come out the back to check the trash?” 
 
    Thad didn’t answer. All he needed was Penny and Sledge second-guessing him. He fished in his coat pocket for the rest of Maximus’s nasty treats. The bag felt warm and squishy despite having been there for hours. 
 
    “He’s just trying to get his deputy out of the way. Jotham has no tactical skill and this is going to get messy,” Penny said. 
 
    “Smart,” Sledge said. “Sort of.” 
 
    “Neither of you know what you’re talking about,” Thad said. “Cover me.” 
 
    He crept down the street to a dangerous position. If he stepped out of the shadows for even a second, he would be spotted by anyone inside the science building. Nothing about his plan would work if the door hadn't already been blown off the hinges, providing a wide-open view of the street for anyone inside. 
 
    He tried not to move. Minutes felt like hours, forcing him to use every trick in his book to maintain concealment. 
 
    A pair of shadows passed between the buildings just north of the science building. Hoping it was Mast and Maximus, he fished out the meat scraps and opened the package. At first, the smell was reminiscent of grilling meat and fat, but soon took on the aroma of Pierre's pungent spices. Hours of marinating in its own grease didn't make the concoction any more appealing. He wrinkled his nose and dumped the contents of the bag near his feet. 
 
    Maximus whined pitifully, then burst from cover. He shot across the street snorting and making all manner of noises. At one point, the large animal howled with excitement. The speed of the pig-dog-thing was more than Thad had expected, but he adjusted his plan. 
 
    "Get back there and stay out of sight!" Thaddeus hissed between his teeth. He made ineffectual shooing motions with his hands, remaining in darkness but making a huge scene for anybody who was paying close attention or had thermal imagery. Moving forward of the meat scraps, he blocked Maximus from entering his hiding place. 
 
    The large animal twisted in circles and jumped up and down. He snorted and howled like he was losing his mind, but at one point, rolled his eyes and almost seemed bored. 
 
    "You know what I'm trying to do, don't you!" Thad hissed. "Good dog…I think." 
 
    Maximus cavorted in circles and jumped up and down. Thaddeus stepped out of the shadow and tried to drag the animal into his hiding place, but made sure he failed. He retreated and tucked against the wall. 
 
    Someone in the science building laughed. The sound had the warbling melody of rage and insanity undercutting the humor. White Skull stepped into the doorway with a blaster rifle pushed to his shoulder and opened fire on Thad's position. 
 
    Thad threw himself on top of Maximus and pressed the animal to the ground. When he looked up at the doorway to the science building, he saw White Skull using the doorjamb for cover…making any return fire Thaddeus might attempt difficult even if he were a trained sniper. 
 
    Maximus trembled with fear. Thaddeus held him down as hell exploded all around them. 
 
    White Skull fell out of the doorway and laid motionless—facedown with one arm awkwardly twisted under him.   
 
    Sledge sprinted forward and slapped quick restraints on the man's wrists and ankles, even though he wasn't moving. A few seconds later, Penny came running with her sniper weapon at port-arms. There was no way to run with the big thing and maintain a tactical assault stance. She was just moving to her partner's side as best she could. Had she been part of a full team, she would be watching through her scope and communicating with the team leader via comms. 
 
    Thad climbed to his feet and fell immediately when he put weight on his knee. Maximus licked him all over his face.  
 
    "Damn that hurts!" Thad said. 
 
    Maximus looked confused and hurt.  
 
    "Not you." He winced as fire slowly receded from his leg. "I twisted my knee again." 
 
    Maximus bounced on his front feet several times and moved in for more lovin’. 
 
    By the time Thaddeus stood and hobbled to the science building, he was thoroughly slimed. 
 
    White Skull was dead despite Thad's halfhearted hope that Penny might have incapacitated him instead of putting him down with a headshot. Much of Stacy "White Skull" Rings’s head was gone. Thaddeus felt he should have been the one to take the murderer out. 
 
    He looked at Penny. 
 
    She nodded with an emotionless expression he had seen after other battles. He stepped close enough to pat her once on the shoulder as he would do any other soldier after a completed mission. She didn't respond to the gesture. 
 
    Sledge was already checking the hostages and giving aid to those who needed it. He carried a surprisingly complete medical pack in his gear. Among the first victims he treated were P. C. Dickles and Ryan Gulliver. 
 
    Ruby might've run away at that point, but she stood by an old man and watched Thaddeus. She smiled once, an expression that was both sad and happy. Maybe a bit amused. 
 
    He approached the girl. "So now what?" 
 
    "I told Sledge I would believe my grandfather sent him when my grandfather said it to my face. Well, now I believe the big ox," Ruby said. 
 
    "Are you leaving Darklanding?" 
 
    Cornelius "Grandfather" Vandersun, holding a cold pack to one eye, interrupted. "Sooner than you might think, Sheriff." 
 
    A bright red shuttle with a white stripe curling down the side of its fuselage swooped in and landed dangerously close. The ramp dropped. 
 
    Penny tensed. Thaddeus waited for her to rush forward and tackle Ruby, but the woman and the girl merely stared at each other for several seconds. Penny turned away to check the welfare of P. C. Dickles and other miners emerging one by one from nearby buildings. 
 
    No one else moved. 
 
    "This won't take me all day, girl," Penny said without turning around. 
 
    Ruby grabbed her grandfather's hand and rushed up the shuttle’s ramp. It took off seconds later. 
 
    Thaddeus approached Penny. "Why did you let her go?" 
 
    "I didn't let her go, Thaddeus. Don't be an idiot," Penny said. 
 
    Sledge joined Thad and Penny where they stood watching the rest of Raven's Haven come to life. "I told you I was working for Grandfather Vandersun. Why can't you just admit I was right for once? I'm sure Thaddeus has the same question." 
 
    "That harmless grandfather you're both in love with had his ship send a message to my earpiece. If I didn't let Ruby go, he was going to withhold all travel between galaxies from all humans." 
 
    "There is no travel between galaxies," Thaddeus said. 
 
    "There is about to be," she said, looking as though she might vomit with stress. 
 
    No one spoke. 
 
    Maximus found his way to the discarded meat and ate noisily. 
 
    "I made the wrong decision," Penny said the moment Sledge stepped away to deal with several irate townsfolk. 
 
    "No, Penny. You made the right decision as always. Humanity would have been doomed in that kind of exploration and trade embargo. That sort of threat is exactly the reason everyone is afraid of him. He has a behind-the-scenes monopoly on all space travel except generation ships. Now he thinks he can expand to new galaxies," Thad said. 
 
    Sledge tilted his head to one side in an expression of exaggerated consideration. "Or people are afraid of the freakishly powerful AI that runs his ship and the squad of alien assassins who practically worship him as a demigod. Which we're lucky he didn't send to Darklanding…or did he?" 
 
    "Stop being juvenile, Sledge." Penny shook her head. "None of that involves us. Not directly. Not for years. I made the wrong choice." 
 
    Thaddeus disagreed but knew better than to pursue the argument. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: Spirit Quest - Part Four 
 
    Mast watched Thaddeus talking to his first ex-wife and tried to understand how humans had survived long enough to journey beyond the stars they came from. The sheriff was his only friend, a man muchly respected by everyone. And still, he was a boy talking to a girl, trying to win her affection when he had long ago thrown it away. 
 
    The tablet device Thaddeus had given him vibrated in his pocket. He wondered who it could be since he was looking at the sheriff and no one else ever called him on it. 
 
    The face of Cornelius Vandersun appeared on the small screen. "Can you turn a little bit? I can't quite see what is happening. Ah, yes. That's what I thought. " The disembodied face watched Thaddeus and Penelope. “They are an interesting couple, aren’t they?” 
 
    “No,” Mast said. “They are no longer a couple as I understand it. Human mating customs are illogical.” 
 
    Cornelius laughed. “How was your vision quest, Mast Jotham?” 
 
    Mast turned the screen for better privacy. “I am muchly disturbed by your question.” 
 
    “Be calm, friend. Red says you found a ship at the bottom of a shaft,” Cornelius said. 
 
    Something in the old man’s eyes was so compelling that Mast felt entranced. "You should not have human charm through an electronic device." 
 
    "Human charm, you say? Interesting. Red, please research that metric between humans and Ungloks. Mast Jotham, you are full of surprises," Vandersun said. "Tell me. Did that ship appear to be intergalactic?" 
 
    Mast closed his eyes. He did not wish to consider the ship. "It seemed very old and covered with dust." 
 
    "Hmm. I always thought A19 was extra-galactic." He yelled over his shoulder, "I told you, Red! That's proof it can be done. Someone has made the leap between galaxies." 
 
    "You don't have to yell, Cornelius. I am everywhere you are," the voice of a sultry woman said. 
 
    "Ah, yes. Cosmic phenomenal power, complete lack of privacy. Thanks for the reminder," Cornelius said. 
 
    "If that is all you require of me, I must return to my duties," Mast said, placing his thumb on the device to end the conversation. 
 
    "Wait, Mast Jotham," Cornelius said. "I lived with your people for several years before SagCon took over. I respect your people very muchly." 
 
    Mast nodded. "May you have peace and wisdom on your own spirit quest." 
 
    Cornelius smiled sagely. "It was good to have met you, if only briefly. Peace and wisdom to you, Mast Jotham." 
 
    The tablet turned off before Mast could press the button. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN: Good-byes 
 
    "I have to go with her, Thad," Sledge said. "Abandoning her once was bad enough. The SagCon mission review board will know what she did. I was ready to retire when they debriefed me, or just stay in Darklanding as long as possible, then retire. Then she came along and made the hard decision. It's only right that I testify in her favor, for what that's worth." 
 
    Thaddeus wasn't quite sure what to say. He'd already said good-bye to Penelope Fry-Grigman. Several of their encounters had rekindled the burning passion between them, but the rest of the time they fought like…an old married couple, he supposed. The guilt he felt now was real. Despite proof they could still enjoy real intimacy and trust, he was glad she was leaving. Maintaining that type of relationship was exhausting and he didn't think he could do it for long. I must really be an ass. 
 
    His tablet vibrated in the pocket of his battered fire coat. After the most recent incident in Raven's Haven, he decided to keep the original for good luck. He pulled out the device and looked at a message. 
 
    Sledge, who was still watching him, laughed awkwardly. "What'd you do, win the lottery?" 
 
    "It looks like Cornelius Vandersun just paid for a new jail to be built on Darklanding. He also claims that there is no actual Marine contingent in the spaceport. Something about it never arriving and a shady character on one of the orbital platforms collecting all of their income and budgetary allotments," Thad said as he put away the device. "You better get on your ship. If I know Penny, she will leave you if you're late." 
 
    "That's a fact. Watch your six, Thaddeus Fry. Maybe we'll meet again." 
 
    "Sure," Thad said. He walked toward his deputy, who was staring silently at the spaceport. The Unglok seemed at peace, older in spirit yet somehow more youthful in his expression. 
 
    "I'm glad you're back, Mast," Thad said. 
 
    "As am I. Maybe things will be muchly more boring in Darklanding after this," Mast said. 
 
    "That's the plan, partner. That is definitely the plan," Thad said. 
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    The End of Episode 4. 
 
    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 
 
    Stories must have conflict. They start with a premise—a veteran becomes the sheriff on a frontier world full of dangerous secrets in the style of Firefly meets Tombstone and/ or Bonanza. Characters who want things are introduced. Thaddeus fry wants to ride out the rest of his career in peace…not going to happen. He’ll face criminals, corporate politics, strange local customs, and ancient alien mysteries. 
 
    But when his ex-wife shows up, things get serious! The story needs conflict? Now we got conflict! 
 
    I couldn’t resist bringing one of Thad’s much maligned ex-wives on stage. Penelope Fry-Grigman is a writer’s dream, a juggernaut of backstory and character conflict. Maybe I’m a bit twisted, but I enjoyed the way Thad and Sledge jumped when she said boo and walked on eggshells to avoid her wrath.  
 
    But she can’t be the story. Darklanding is already full of our favorite characters and their story arcs. Something had to be done about Ruby and the many references to her family, specifically, her adventurous grandfather. 
 
    What do we know about the man? Not much. It was tempting to dump a lot of information when we first met him. Anyway, here’s his deal. Cornelius Vandersun is one of the pioneers of intergalactic travel—a brilliant, almost mad scientist—but also a great tactician in businessman. We all know the story. He became a leader in the newest tech industry at a young age, then cornered the market. 
 
    What makes Cornelius Vanderson different? Well, he’s also the black sheep of the family. The adventures he’s had…may need to be written! Think James T. Kirk, Dr. Who, and Bill Gates or someone like that all rolled in to one adventure seeking lunatic. 
 
    Let’s get back to Darklanding and the characters we love. 
 
    Reader feedback warned me against killing Mast Jotham. It could happen. I’m not above wiping out a main character. (So if you have people in this story you don’t want to die, please make yourself heard!) Mast’s spirit quest is extremely important to the overall arch of the story, something I didn’t know when he first went into the shaft. 
 
    The Deputy Sheriff of Darklanding is key to several plot arcs including the spirit quest, Tigi, and Dixie’s secret business. Craig and I have recently auditioned an audiobook narrator and I think his voice for Mast is spot on. Very excited for everyone to hear the Darklanding series narrated someday (soon, I hope). I’ll restrain myself from talking details or dates, but I’m muchly sure it will happen. 
 
    As a super-geek about all things related to the craft of writing and story telling in general, I could go on forever about Grandfather: Assignment Darklanding (Episode 4). Would that be wrong? Maybe. Please let me know what you’d like to read in my author notes. 
 
    So with that artful tradition (lol) let me share a bit about what is going on in Moonlanding. (Cue the laugh real.) Okay, I won’t venture into standup comedy. 
 
    It’s not as cold her in Kansas as it is in Alaska, but we bought our dog, Mavis, a sweater. She seems to like it well enough in the freezing Kansas wind. Once we’re home, and she gets out of it, we all watch as she rolls around on her back and turns into a big ball of static electricity. Mavis is a Havanese (and part mountain goat, I think). She runs on the backs of our couches and jumps over a Moon almost every day. 
 
    Everyone in the county has the flu. I’ve slipped through the virus gauntlet so far. The day job has its ups and downs. Raising a large family is fun, rewarding, and likely to drive me crazy. All the parents reading this know what I mean. 
 
    I hope you are doing well. Thanks for reading another episode of Darklanding. I love this project and feel blessed to be part of it. 
 
    Now, a word about episode 7, Race to the Finish: Assignment Darklanding. My good friend and Keystroke Medium co-host, Josh Hayes, helped me expand and outline my ideas live. You can check it out on YouTube here. (https://youtu.be/CsQHQPfxHb8) 
 
    I recently finished number 7 and hope it turned out well. (I really like it, but who am I to judge?) If you watch the video, then read the novella, you will recognize a lot. However, it actually has a twist ending something I find hard to do on purpose. It might be fun to watch the video before or after reading Darklanding 7 to see how the creative process became the finished story. Might. Or you might want to head straight for Darklanding 08 (working title: Boom Town). 
 
    Thanks again! 
 
    Be safe, 
 
    Scott Moon 
 
    (Oh, and please don’t confuse me with the Scott Moon character in episode 29 of the Walking Dead comics. I just learned this was a thing.) 
 
   
  
 




Author Notes: Craig Martelle 
 
    [image: Craig-Wickersham-Bust]Written on 2/4/18 
 
    Look at you (if you’re reading this, I’m looking at you), and I’m thanking you for still reading!  
 
    Scott Moon is an authorly stud! Look at these stories. Well crafted and well told, I enjoy working with Scott (my term for reading Scott’s great work – he sends me a finished story and I read it:).  
 
    I’m in a hotel called Runnymede-on-Thames, which is near Heathrow in London. I’m running a conference for authors and the reception has been fabulous. Jet lag is a royal pain – it’s nine time zones away from God’s country (Alaska), and I have been completely out of sync. 
 
    The great thing about these conferences is getting to meet the stellar people in the self-publishing community. I also got a bottle of single malt Scotch out of it, and a custom-etched Royal Marine mug. People here were most appreciative of our efforts to bring the show to the UK. 
 
    I also got to run down to Windsor Castle thanks to the kindness of Andrew Mackay, an individual I met over a year ago who was looking at getting into self-publishing. Andrew has published some ten books since then and is a major force in UK satire.  
 
    Windsor is huge. It reminded me of the Kremlin in Moscow as to how much space it takes up. Very classy – this is where the royal family goes to get married. Next up is Prince Harry and Meghan Markle. Last ones through were William and Kate. Very posh and British that. 
 
    The reviews for Darklanding have been overwhelmingly positive. Thank you to everyone who has taken the time to pen some kind words.  
 
    These stories are technically novellas, being between 17,500 and 40,000 words. Short stores are works up to 7,500 words and novelettes are between shorts and novellas. The Science Fiction and Fantasy Writer’s of America determine what is what. We simply call them episodes and stories. It would be nice if one of the TV studios took a look – could be a great series, and the visuals would be pretty cool.  
 
    Books 5, 6, and 7 are finished and only waiting their time to see daylight. The series continues to roll -  what is in store for Thad, Shaunte, Mast, and Dixie?  
 
    Audiobooks! That’s what. We have contracted with a narrator (more to follow) who will narrate these in three-story bundles. One through three will be in one omnibus, then four through six, and so on. Also paperbacks in that same style – three book bundles. Get more for your money, and that’s what a good deal is all about.  
 
    Peace, fellow humans.  
 
    *** 
 
    We’d like to thank the following beta readers who make sure that this story goes to you as error free as humanly possible. They also keep us on track with the stories. What a great group of people we have helping us to tell better stories. 
 
      
 
    Micky Cocker 
 
    Kelly O’Donnell 
 
    James Caplan 
 
    Diane Velasquez 
 
    Dorene Johnson 
 
      
 
    Scott and I would both like to thank our families for putting up with us as we share the stories in our heads. We type slowly and it takes time to capture the words. Thank you for taking care of us while we’re doing our thing. 
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