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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
     “Come in, Sheriff. This is your deputy,” Mast Jotham whispered into the handheld device—a radio, Thad called it. Muchly like a data tablet, but with only one function. 
 
    “Go ahead.” Thad’s voice sounded distant and scratchy through the speaker. 
 
    “I am following a suspicious individual. Very muchly keeping to the shadows, this one is. I cannot imagine where he must be going,” Mast said. Beside him, a dog with distinctive pig features crouched silently. 
 
    The sound of dinner plates and soft music accompanied Thad’s hushed words. “How do you know he’s a he? What’d I tell you about making assumptions? A good defense attorney will hammer you in court.”  
 
    “I am not muchly remembering there are hammers in courtrooms. Would the lawyer bring his own hammer for this senseless violence?” Mast paused, unable to untangle the sheriff’s meaning. A surprising thought came to him. “Are you on a date with Miss Shaunte?” He nearly stood and revealed his hiding place to the suspicious character he was stalking. 
 
     “Yeah, I am. Not going well. Can you get to the point?” 
 
    Holding the radio down at his side as he hurried after his quarry, Mast ducked behind a trolley bench. He stooped low enough for his coat to touch the hard-packed street and rumbled his words into the battered mic. “You should not be muchly doing work when on a date. The ladies of the Mother Lode have said many times how rude this is. Jerky McJerkfaces do this. Perhaps Miss Shaunte will understand if you take a check of rain.” 
 
    “You can’t offer a rain check once the date has started,” Thaddeus said. “She’s gone to the powder room. You’ve got a few minutes. What’s so suspicious about this mope?” 
 
    “Mope?” 
 
    “Yeah. Mope, creeper, suspect. The person you’re following.” 
 
    “He’s moving muchly suspiciously. And he is big and broad-shouldered like a human male. Maximus also believes this nefarious character is masculine.” 
 
    “Really?” Thaddeus asked. “Did you learn to speak pig-dog?” 
 
    “He is growling. Maximus is growling, not this human. And before you ask, I know he is human because he is so short, maybe six of your human feet tall.” Mast attempted to see into the shadows of the next street, but it was impossible. He did not like the eerie silence this late at night. “I do not understand this measurement of feet. Why not count heads? It is muchly easy to see how tall a person’s head is, then make a decently good comparison. Then you merely study the person and imagine their heads stacked up to their full height. Easy. Muchly easier.” 
 
    No response from Thad. 
 
    “Sheriff Fry?” Mast asked. “Are you in range? Can you hear me? Has Miss Shaunte come back and caused you to hide the radio? I did warn you not to work while on your food-centered courting ritual.” 
 
    The radio made several rustling sounds. 
 
    “Hello, Mast. How goes the war?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    Mast thought there was a minor grabbing contest for the radio going on between the sheriff and the Company Man. “That is an interesting expression. There is no war. Only a creeper heading into the industrial district.” 
 
    “Keep up the good work, Deputy. I’m putting this radio in my purse. Call on your tablet if there is an emergency. Ruined Date One, out.” 
 
    Mast pondered the conversation. He liked Miss Shaunte, and the sheriff. It was better that he was not on the date with them. They were probably eating blandly disgusting food. 
 
    He looked down at Maximus. “Can you still see him?” 
 
    The pig-dog rolled his eyes, lifted one leg to pee on the side of a building, and snorted several times. 
 
    “I do not know why you woke up from your nap to come with me. I am glad. Please do not misunderstand me, you filthy animal.” This last was an endearment Thaddeus used often when talking to Maximus. “Can you smell him?” 
 
    “Snort, snort, snort.” 
 
    Mast nodded and crept forward. “Very good, then. We must be proceeding.” 
 
    Together, they crossed another street and moved into a poorly lit section of Darklanding. There were lights, but only enough to allow security cameras to work. And that wasn’t much because many of the cameras worked on infrared technology. This entire part of the town was closed. The only thing happening here was the storage of goods, and the infrequent and very muchly unlicensed drinking establishment run from the back of a machine shop or warehouse. 
 
    The places were nothing like the Cheap and Easy Saloon that had tried to compete with the Mother Lode. These people drank quietly and always had a lookout—because their liquor stills were unsafe and illegal. Mast saw them drinking in dark rooms, trying to be secretive, but not apparently remembering how good Unglok eyes were in the dark. 
 
    Sheriff Thaddeus Fry would swagger into these places to punch butts and gather names, or was it acquire names while grabbing ass? There was something about asses in the expression, Mast thought. 
 
    “Snort. Growl. Snort, snort.” 
 
    “Yes, you wondrous Ambassador from Glakridoz. I must be focusing.” 
 
    The stranger continued past each den of iniquity. Mast hesitated to cross near an open bay door where it seemed there were men and women brewing alcohol from a particularly smelly still. 
 
    “Snort, snort.” 
 
    When Mast looked down, he saw the pig-dog seemingly smiling with his tongue lolling from his mouth. He stomped one of his five-toed hooves softly. 
 
    “No, Maximus. You may not consume the alcoholic beverages. It gives you many bad behaviors and smells.” Pulling his hat down to cover his face, for reasons he didn’t really understand, he moved quickly past the open bay door. No one noticed him or the snorting Glakridozian at his side. 
 
    A short time later, two things happened: the stranger went into a building without lights, and Maximus changed dramatically. 
 
    The pig-dog stopped suddenly, crouching low and staring at the shadowy figure as he disappeared through a darkened doorway. Feet spread wider than usual, each of his hoof-toes gripping the pavement, Maximus stared with fierce malevolence. 
 
    “What is it, Maximus?” 
 
    The pig-dog continued to growl and snarl at the building where the stranger had disappeared. After several angry grunts, the animal looked at Mast and rolled his eyes as though to say he didn’t have language to explain himself. 
 
    “I do not speak pig-dog either. So sorry.” 
 
    “Snort.” Maximus resumed his angry vigil. The growls that came from his thick, hairy throat now had an ominous clicking sound that frightened Mast. 
 
    “Stay here. I will be going around the building to see if there are alternate points of egress.” 
 
    “Snort, snort, snort. Snort, snort. Huff. Snort, snort.” 
 
    Mast stared down at the animal. “What are you talking about? Does that mean something?” 
 
    Maximus rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Do not muchly roll your eyes at me. It’s not my fault your species didn’t evolve to have language.” 
 
    Maximus farted. 
 
    “You are muchly disgusting.” 
 
    Tongue lolling halfway to the ground, Maximus seemed to smile. “Snort.” 
 
    “I will return. Stay here. Watch for the stranger who is creeping and moping around with such suspicious characteristics.” Mast moved slowly, aware that a person inside the building might be able to see out better than he, Mast Jotham, Deputy Sheriff of Darklanding, could see in. His eyes were very good, however. He was an Unglok. This darkness was nothing compared to that of a deep cave. 
 
    He returned a half-hour later to find Maximus staring fixedly at the door. “I thought you would be asleep by now.” 
 
    Maximus growled, his upper lip curling back to reveal an alarming double row of teeth. 
 
    “There are no doors but the front door,” Mast said. 
 
    Maximus had nothing to say about that. All his attention was reserved for the door and the stranger that might emerge from it. “Growwwwl.” 
 
    Mast retreated to a place where a dim security light glowed. He pulled his arndot, a traditional Unglok notebook, and recorded his adventures with the pig-dog. The feel of the paper and the smell of the ink from his pen soothed him. I do not like this stranger, he wrote. The human words were difficult to craft and seemed magical on the pages of his arndot. Maximus, the pig-dog-thing from Glakridoz, seems very muchly concerned with this stranger we are pursuing. I’ve never seen the animal so afraid. 
 
    He put away the notebook. “Yes, Maximus is very muchly afraid. Fear brings out aggression in many species. I must learn the purpose of this strange human before something bad happens.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    P. C. Dickles stared at the underground lake. His crew muttered and cursed. Some skipped rocks across the dark surface, which intrigued him. There was something soothing about the way the flat stones bounced across the glass-like surface only to vanish into the darkness. Ripples spread outward from each collision with the surface. 
 
    “I hate this place.” Burke, one of his new foremen, was built like a lumberjack or a bouncer. He’d used his strength to haul exotic minerals out of places the excavators couldn’t reach, earning the attention of the SagCon foreman in the Sector 5 mine. He’d come to work for Dickles thinking it was a sure way to get promoted. “I hate this entire planet.” 
 
    Dickles wanted to snap at the man. He was tired, frustrated, and had no patience for miners who didn’t enjoy mining.  He didn’t understand why a person would work so hard at a job he or she didn’t love. It was too dangerous, too hard on body and soul, to do it just for the money, or that was what he told himself. Maybe his circumstances were different than most of the desperate hard cases who worked for him. 
 
    Realizing how much the rock throwing had relaxed him, and how Burke was bringing an unreasonable amount of anxiety back into his thoughts, he exhaled forcefully. “SagCon is sending submersible drones to map the lake. By next year, we’ll have a state of the art operation for aquatic mining.” 
 
    “SagCon gonna keep paying us until then?” Burke asked. 
 
    “Not without a steady flow of exotics,” Dickles said. 
 
    “So that’s a no? Freaking alien planets. We strike it rich and there is a freak flood. What caused this fraking disaster?” 
 
    P. C. Dickles knew the answer better than most. He’d promised Thaddeus Fry to keep the ship secret. Now he hoped and prayed there wasn’t another one down there. Next time a galaxy jumping spaceship smashed free of the mines, there would be a collapse to end all collapses.  
 
    “I ain’t gonna work for free. None of us are,” Burke said. 
 
    “Then get back to work.” Dickles handed him a nearly flat pan. “There is newly-ground sand all along the edge of this lake. The shearing force of collapsing stone made it. We pan the shallows long enough, and keep the air filters gathering dust in the one-zero-five shaft, and we just might earn our paychecks. Which means we can all keep our jobs.” He was speaking to the group behind Burke now. 
 
    Burke and several of the others looked at their pans. 
 
    “It’s the best I have right now,” Dickles said. 
 
    Burke shrugged. “It’ll do for now. Just hurry up and figure a way to get some real ore out of this mine. We all know it’s down there.” 
 
    Dickles nodded. “Sure thing, Burke. I’m all over it. One miracle solution coming up.” 
 
    “I should have saved last month’s check, but holy mineshafts, the girls at the Mother Lode loved me before this flood ruined everything.” Burke and the others squatted in the shallows and sloshed water and sand around and around in their pans. From time to time, they wiped flakes of raw exotics into vials and stowed them on the cart Dickles had set up. 
 
    He knew they kept half for themselves, not that they’d be able to do much with it. Bootlegged exotics were difficult to sell without connections. Burke and the others would get credits on the mega-credit from the shavings they kept for themselves. 
 
    Once his crew was working steadily, he hiked to a secluded cave-cove and carefully waded out to where it was knee deep. He couldn’t swim and there were submerged shafts thousands of feet down. It took several minutes to find the cable he was looking for. Dragging it up took twice as long and sent burning fatigue through his shoulders by the time he was done. 
 
    The capsule was clever, probably one of his best mining inventions. He needed to secure the patent or find someone good at legal stuff like that. One-way vents on the heavier bottom portion caused it to gather mineral samples when he pulled it along the floor of the subterranean lake. What made it special, however, were the uniquely balanced foils and skids that allowed it to be pulled along vertical surfaces collecting bits of rock that he could examine. 
 
    He sighed. The idea had come from the purpose-built ocean mining drones he’d read about. All he’d done was create a crude, non-computerized version. The problem was size and scale. Without an internal power source, he would be limited to what he was strong enough to pull up. And he was fishing blindly. The SagCon versions that would arrive next year would have remote control cameras, navigation, and would be able to screw into the side of sheer rock. They could be used to establish the base of an aquatic conveyer system. 
 
    It would be better than the submarines the Company Man had also ordered. Those required specialized crews who demanded extraordinary salaries. He’d started his online training, but it would be difficult to complete in time. If submarines were going to be used, he wanted to be in charge of the Darklanding fleet. He wanted to be the first to go down into that magical and terrifying environment. 
 
    Maybe there was a bright side. It would be a mining operation like no other. Until then, he had to keep his job and he felt the greater weight of helping to keep Darklanding on the star map. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “I need to talk to you, sir,” Quark Guthrie said. 
 
    P. C. Dickles wiped his face with a towel before he turned around. Between managing the few dry digs still running and building his primitive water drones, he was a dirty, greasy mess. And exhausted. 
 
    “What’s up, Quark?” 
 
    “You know my name?” 
 
    “Part of my job. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    Quark Guthrie shifted from foot to foot and dry-washed his hands. “I, uh, I have a sister on Winot VII.” 
 
    Dickles waited for almost a minute before realizing the man was afraid to say more. “Decent gold mines there. Not a SagCon operation.” 
 
    “She says they have other minerals too. And it’s an agricultural planet. Real pretty in the spring. Food’s cheap. Housing costs an arm and a leg, but her cousin Marty ran off with a farmer’s daughter and she’s not letting him come back. So I could sleep on her kitchen floor for a bit,” Quark said. 
 
    “Are you quitting SagCon?” 
 
    “Can I? Not sure I have enough saved to buy out my contract and leave,” Quark said. 
 
    “How much did you save from the boom?” Dickles asked. 
 
    Quark smiled. “Probably went to the Mother Lode too much. Even tried the Cheap Easy a couple of times before the sheriff shut it down. Those girls weren’t as classy as Dixie’s girls.” 
 
    “Not sure classy is the right word.” Dickles moved back to his work cart, impatient to get back to his project. “I’ll check your balance. If you have enough saved to terminate your contract, you can look for passage to Winot VII. I’d rather you stay. You’re a steady worker. Keep in mind the penalties for contract termination are high. It’ll put you in debt for a hundred years wherever you try to go.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Where are you from, Guthrie?” 
 
    “You can call me Quark, sir. I mean, you can call me whatever you want since you’re the boss, I guess. I’m from Oceanus XXXI, sir.” 
 
    “That’s an underwater colony, right?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. The land above water is too vertical for humans to live on. And the storms are pretty bad up there.” 
 
    “You know all about submarine vehicles, I’m guessing.” 
 
    “Oh, yes sir! Do you have one?” 
 
    “No. Do you know how they’re built?” 
 
    Quark Guthrie looked abashed. “No, sir. I can do maintenance and some emergency stuff. We’re all taught that stuff in grade school. I don’t think the subs are even built on Oceanus. Shipped in from one of the manufacturing worlds, I think.” 
 
    “Okay, Quark. Don’t quit just yet. I’ll try to get you some overtime. Will that help?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. Overtime will help me pay my debt to SagCon quicker and I can go to see my sister on Winot VII. Maybe even visit home, now that you got me thinking about it.” 
 
    “Okay, Quark. I’ll sign you up for overtime.” He hadn’t wanted to accelerate the kid’s departure. With all this water in the mines, it might be good to have someone from Oceanus XXXI around, even if he was probably a high school dropout. 
 
    Dickles turned his back on the young man and tried to remember what he’d been in the middle of before the interruption. It was no use. He needed to eat something and have a nap, lying down if possible but sitting or standing if that was all he could manage. 
 
    There were too many people in the crowded cubicle SagCon bureaucrats had labeled “lounge and cafeteria” on the mine schematics. A group of Ungloks were talking too loudly in their corner, which was unusual for them. He still wasn’t a fan, but they were good workers and hadn’t complained about the sudden pay-cuts after the flood. 
 
    A human strolled among them speaking perfect Unglok, or so it sounded to Dickles, who only had a rudimentary grasp of the guttural language. He listened to the man muttering in an unnaturally low-pitched voice for a human. 
 
    “Hey, get away from my crew,” Dickles said as he approached.  
 
    “You’re the foreman?” the man asked, suddenly giving Dickles every bit of his attention. 
 
    “Lead foreman and site manager.” 
 
    The man nodded knowingly. “Ah, yes. That’s what I thought. These Ungloks don’t think you’re terrible. You know the caverns well for a human.” 
 
    “Never mind all that. What are you doing here and why are you talking to my miners?” 
 
    “This is your crew? Funny, I’d been led to believe you preferred human crews and only tolerated the Ungloks because you have to keep nice with the SagCon bigwigs.” 
 
    “Everyone down here is working for SagCon. That makes the Gloks my crewmen even if I don’t like them.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the stranger said. “I’m looking for work, as a matter of fact. Security specialist. I understand there have been problems.” 
 
    “Sheriff Fry is in charge of security. Tell me why you’re really here.” 
 
    The man smiled. “The name’s Zane Trustman.” He looked down at his feet, planting his hands on his hips. When he looked up, his winning smile made Dickles want to trust him. “You saw through my act pretty quick. I respect that. I am here to get a job as a security specialist, but I also have questions.” 
 
    “What kind of questions?” 
 
    “You seem like you’re more than just a digger,” Zane said. 
 
    Dickles frowned warningly. 
 
    Zane held up both hands apologetically and laughed “Now hold on. That’s not an insult. It’s what we call both miners and archaeologists. Noble professions. Not just anyone can do them. All I’m trying to say is, I think you’re here for more than just a paycheck.” 
 
    “That’s what you think?” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “So what do you think I’m here for besides exotics?” Dickles asked. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the Heart Stone of Glakridoz?” 
 
    Dickles allowed the moment to grow tense, expecting the man to shift nervously and make apologies. The staring match only seemed to strengthen the stranger’s resolved. “No. But wouldn’t it be on…whatever planet you just said?” 
 
    Zane smiled. “It would have been if some filthy animal hadn’t stolen it and hidden it on the most distant and remote planet it could find.” 
 
    “Animal? Never heard of an animal stealing much besides food. And where would it put this Heart Stone if it did take it? Stop wasting my time, Zane whatever your name is.” 
 
    “Trustman. Zane Trustman.” 
 
    “Sounds like a made up name. If you bother me again, or talk to my crew without my permission, you’ll find out about security,” Dickles said. 
 
    Zane made a show of looking around. “Now I’m scared. Wouldn’t want some SagCon hired gun to put the habeas-grab-ass on me. I’ve been here a while and haven’t seen much in the way of security to impress me.” 
 
    “I’ll let Sheriff Fry know you said that.” 
 
    The man snorted. “All I hear about is Sheriff Thaddeus Fry this and Sheriff Thaddeus Fry that.” 
 
    “Hear about him all you want, but you don’t want to meet him. Not if you’re going to act like a jackass. I’d stay away from his deputy and his pig-dog, if I were you.” 
 
    “Did you say…pig-dog?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Thaddeus Fry walked with his head down. He watched his boots scuff across the Ungwilook dust covering the road. The date with Shaunte had started rough, then got rougher when he walked her home. She was so damn opinionated and headstrong. 
 
    Which was why he loved her. Strong women made life worth living. 
 
    He smiled. Things had improved when he kissed her good night, picking her up off her feet to keep her from darting inside. She’d been angry at first, but was even angrier when he tried to put her down. 
 
    “Don’t you manhandle me, Thaddeus Fry” had become “Don’t stop, you big, beautiful brute!” She seemed to revel in his confusion. That was the way it was going to be, a twenty-four/seven game of mental chess. This was one game he didn’t mind losing, although he would never lose on purpose. He needed to up his game. And he found that he enjoyed holding Shaunte in his arms. 
 
    The memory warmed him on his nightly rounds. 
 
    He stopped at the corner and looked around, forcing himself to be aware of his surroundings. Darklanding actually felt safe compared to Centauri Prime. He’d spent enough time here to understand the difference was in quality not quantity. A place like this was full of surprises. 
 
    Some of them, like Shaunte Plastes, were happy surprises. 
 
    It was good to be back. In time, he would learn how to be the partner that Shaunte deserved. 
 
    “You are not remaining situationally aware,” came the voice of Mast Jotham. Maximus followed, looking back over his shoulder several times. 
 
    “Is there something wrong with Maximus?” 
 
    “He is muchly behaving strangely since we followed the suspicious mope to his darkly ominous hideout,” Mast said. 
 
    Thaddeus scratched behind the animal’s ears. 
 
    Max made a purring noise full of clicks and grunts.  
 
    “What’s with all the clicking? I haven’t heard you make that noise since we saw Stacy Rings and his band of outlaws,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    Mast made an inquisitive face. “I have only recently heard this disturbing sound from the filthy animal.” 
 
    Maximus looked offended. “Snort, snort, snort!” 
 
    “I do not mean you are actually filthy. It is an endearment. Like when I say, hello, you filthy Sheriff Fry,” Mast said. 
 
    Maximus made a series of grunts and huffs that resembled laughter. 
 
    “Not funny,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “A little bit funny?” Mast asked. “But the pig-dog is why I’m here seeking to talk to you very muchly. He’s been behaving strangely since we followed the mope.” 
 
    “Did you just use a contraction?” 
 
    Mast raised his hands defensively. “I certainly hope not and muchly apologize!” 
 
    Thaddeus shook his head and chuckled. “Relax, Mast. I was just noticing that your use of Galactic Standard is improving.” 
 
    “I do not understand how butchering the language is speaking it betterly, but never mind. Maximus is acting very strange and will not sleep by himself. How did you tolerate him when you went on the Centauri Prime mission?” 
 
    Thaddeus shrugged. 
 
    “I have thought many times of the war. We are buddies. You should get drunk and tell me about it,” Mast said. 
 
    “Not going to happen. No offense.” Thad pulled his hat down tighter and made a show of looking around as though checking the area for lawbreakers. “Tell me about this character you’ve been so obsessed with.” 
 
    “But we have not seen him since he went into the dark building with no lights. You are probably wanting to tell me many buildings seem dark, yet have light someplace within—reflecting their glow through windows and doorways in subtle ways. But this building was truly dark. I did not like the way it made me feel when I stared at it.” 
 
    Thaddeus waited for more. 
 
    “Before he hid himself away, I heard him speak. He speaks better Unglok than any human I’ve encountered. I almost believe that he is not truly human.” 
 
    Thaddeus shook his head. “Don’t start with conspiracy theories. Aliens that look like humans are extremely rare.” 
 
    “You have been very diligently studying our language and cannot speak it hardly at all. Your Unglok is mostly worse than my Galactic Standard.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Snort. Snort. Snort.” 
 
    Thaddeus ruffled the fur of Maximus’s neck. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 
 
    “I muchly believe you should take this suspicious mope seriously,” Mast said in ponderous tones. 
 
    Thaddeus nodded, but focused on Maximus. Dropping to one knee, he held the animal by its face and looked into its eyes. “Are you trembling?” 
 
    Maximus pulled away indignantly, snorting and making strange clicking sounds deep in its throat. 
 
    Concerned for the Glakridozian, Thaddeus followed. Mast also became alarmed. 
 
    “He muchly made these clicking sounds when we were following the suspiciously creeping mope,” Mast said. “You must endeavor to learn who this character is and put a stop to whatever nefarious schemes he has hatched in his strangely dark hideout.” 
 
    “Sure, Mast. I’ll check it out. Right now, I’m worried about this filthy creature. I think he’s sick.” Thaddeus was following his animal friend when he realized it’d been a while since Maximus farted. “Something’s definitely not right with you.” 
 
    “Snort.” 
 
    “Maximus really doesn’t like the stranger,” Mast said. 
 
    Thad shook his head. “Maximus doesn’t really like anyone, grumpy beast.” 
 
    “But this stranger is not like any I have seen. He speaks our language perfectly and I suspect, for reasons I do not fully understand, that he speaks other languages with equal fluency. He has a look of a star traveler, someone who has been many places and not for good purposes.” 
 
    Thaddeus gave Maximus one last look, then put his hat back on. He faced his deputy. “I’ll be honest, Mast, this character of yours is more likely a traveling anthropologist than a criminal. He’s probably working on a thesis paper or something.” 
 
    “You learned this intuition during your very long law enforcement career?” 
 
    “The criminals in Darklanding are brutes like Dregg or Ike. They don’t speak seventeen languages or command mysterious forces of darkness. I’ll find this cat and shake him down,” Thad said, more than a little annoyed at Mast’s crack about his law enforcement experience. 
 
    “I did not say he spoke seventeen languages. And why are we looking for a cat?” 
 
    “It’s a figure of speech. I meant the stranger you’re so obsessed with.” 
 
    Mast frowned and rubbed his chin. “So a human is a cat? This does not muchly make sense. And why would you shake him, cat or human or whatever you wish to call him today in your strange manufactured dialect of Galactic Standard?” 
 
    “I’m going to shake you in about five seconds,” Thad said. They walked in silence, watching the pig-dog. Mast fell into deep contemplation. Maximus stopped frequently to look around, about as paranoid as an animal could be. Thaddeus was about to say something about the animal’s behavior when his deputy held up one finger as though experiencing a revelation. 
 
    “Ah, yes. I have remembered many references to cats from human literature. There are cool cats, alley cats, and internet cats of all shapes and sizes. I do not think the suspicious speaker of Unglok is a cool cat. This implies he perhaps plays jazz music or reads poetry in trendy coffee shops. No, no. This stranger is muchly dangerous.” 
 
    “I said I’ll look into it. If he’s a bad poet, I’ll lock him up.” 
 
    “I suspect that is a joke. Poetry intrigues me. I should study poetry!” 
 
    Thaddeus grabbed him by the arm. “No, Mast. Please don’t.” 
 
    “You would muchly like my poetry.” 
 
    “I’ve killed people for less.” 
 
    “Ah, but have you killed your best friend for less?” 
 
    “I need a drink. And I’m not dignifying that with an answer.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Shaunte looked good, as always. She’d chosen a simple blouse, straight black slacks, and slim leather boots today. Her skin glowed with vitality despite the crushing responsibility for Darklanding’s future. She ignored him longer than usual when he walked in unannounced. He wasn’t sure if she had bothered with makeup today. When she did, he could never see what she had changed from her natural look. She’d probably look good rolled in wet sand or covered in grime from one of the mines. All he knew was that she was becoming his new definition for feminine beauty no matter what state she was in. 
 
    “You’re quiet today,” she said without looking up. 
 
    “I can’t stare at you while you work?” 
 
    “You’re the sheriff. I suppose you can do whatever you want.” Her fingers flew over the digital keyboard on her desk. She paused, dropping her hands to her lap to look at him. Her shoulders fell slightly and he thought it was cute. “Sorry. How’s the war on crime, Thaddeus?” 
 
    “I have two unsolved vandalisms, probably kids’ graffiti or something done by drunkards. Hard to say. We have too many out-of-work miners, both juvenile and adults. Mast and I arrested three for larceny, one for an attempted burglary—that’s a pretty good story if you have time, but I doubt you do. We busted that one red-handed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t have time for every little detail. It is good to see you, though. I should probably take a break.” 
 
    Thaddeus watched her and knew she wasn’t going to take a break. Her eyes were already reaching for the screen and whatever she was reading there—probably financial reports or memos from important people in the SagCon hierarchy. It was easy to forget she spent most of her time on this type of business, grinding it out day after day, keeping Darklanding viable. Her income was secure, part of some type of deal he’d rather not know about. No one questioned it. It made sense that the Company Man was above the trials and tribulations of survival on this frontier world. 
 
    His stomach rumbled. Shaunte didn’t notice. She was typing again. 
 
    He pulled out his data tablet and transferred his reports to her workstation. Her eyes flickered to one corner of the screen when she got the alert, then she was back at her statistical analysis. 
 
    “You should be glad this isn’t part of your job. Sometimes I wonder if I should be the sheriff. Knocking people in the head and yelling at them sounds like a dream job compared to this,” she said as she typed. 
 
    “Have you thought about voice dictation? Perhaps hire an assistant.” Thad leaned back, holding his hat in his left hand as he looked around the room. 
 
    “I can’t use voice dictation when I have a visitor. No offense. I really should stop working on this. We should talk. I should take a break and we should have lunch.” 
 
    Thaddeus watched her work for several minutes. 
 
    She looked up. “I hope I’m not keeping you from anything important.” 
 
    “Right now, I’m guarding the Company Man. Tough job, but someone has to do it.” 
 
    She smiled fleetingly. “Then I must be the safest woman in Darklanding.” She walked to a coffee machine and poured two cups, handed one to Thad, and sat down behind her desk. “P. C. Dickles just sent me his daily report. The shipments are down. I know he’s doing his best, but something has to change. If we don’t get it together, I’m afraid a SagCon rival will buy out the operation and change everything.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine that.” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “I couldn’t even name a rival company to SagCon.” 
 
    Buried in her work, she didn’t answer. 
 
    Thaddeus stood and moved to the door, watching her without thinking too much. She didn’t notice he was leaving. He stepped out quietly and slowly shut the door. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He left her office in the Mother Lode with too much on his mind and very little situational awareness. On Centauri Prime, that would’ve gotten him and his men killed. Darklanding was a dangerous place, but it wasn’t a war zone. He hadn’t resumed his online classes and couldn’t get motivated to read theory case studies. Maybe Mast was right. Maybe he wasn’t the hotshot lawman he pretended to be. 
 
    People on the street nodded politely or moved out of his way. If the locals were breaking laws, they didn’t do it in his presence. That was an improvement. He’d been in two fights on his first day here. His predecessor had been murdered with high explosives. Maybe he hadn’t been trained at a law enforcement academy or completed an internship, but people respected him and crime was down despite the poor economy. 
 
    There were still thieves. Finding them was easy now that he knew how they thought and what they needed to profit from their criminal enterprises. 
 
    Rule one: the professional larcenists were lazy. They followed patterns and often stole from their direct employers. Rule two: they had to sell what they stole—which meant certain black-market vendors. Mast had done an excellent job developing informants during Thad’s recent military service. Most of them were Unglok kids without fear, even when they should be afraid of ShadEcon and other criminal organizations. They knew who fenced illegally acquired goods and where they fenced them. Most importantly, they loved to tell Thad. It was a game to them. 
 
    He pulled his most recent tip out of his coat and read the scribbled address: 0810 Industrial Road, Building A1. Stolen wheels and engine parts. Three villains who are muchly bad. 
 
    Darklanding looked and sounded different during the bust. Most warehouses and businesses were boarded up. There were more humans and Ungloks on the streets, but they were quieter, always watching Thad resentfully. Some warmed their hands around fires kept in metal barrels. Some crouched in the shadows and stared hungrily for victims or suckers. Kids ran amok. A couple of soldier types loitered near the Mother Lode without going in. He didn’t recognize their accents and wasn’t sure where they had served or where they were from. Mast thought they were up to no good, but Thad was relatively certain they were merely plotting how to get drunk, and maybe laid, for free. 
 
    He walked, checked his six from time to time, and tried not to think of Shaunte’s problems. The young woman had everything she needed. He respected her for sticking it out in Darklanding, risking her fortune and her career when she could easily go elsewhere and live in greater comfort. Was he part of the reason she stayed? It’d be nice to think so. 
 
    The door to the warehouse in question was open. Music thundered from a shop radio. Two men in loading jumpsuits and a woman wearing a wet undershirt and fatigue pants were getting drunk and dancing badly. The still they’d used to make the liquor was near the open bay door. He stopped and looked at their sugar source—pallets full of medical supplies, glucose tablets specifically. Something about this really irritated him. Somewhere there was a diabetic who might need his or her blood sugar raised in a hurry. 
 
    He walked in. 
 
    “Hey, man. You can’t come in here,” laughed the man closest to him, his hands still on the ass of the woman while the other man dirty danced with her from the front. 
 
    “Looked like a party. I thought I’d step in,” Thad said, sweeping back his coat to reveal his blaster and badge. 
 
    None of the drunks realized who or what he was at first. 
 
    Another man slammed a door as he left the control room of the warehouse. “You stupid assholes get rid of that guy. No one comes in. How hard is that?” 
 
    Thad strode toward the tank of a man—one of those guys who was made of muscle covered by fat. He wished Mast and Maximus were here. Or Sledge. Or even his ex-wife. He could handle these four losers, but it was probably going to be ugly. 
 
    The man picked up his pace until he was almost running. He looked like he might try a tackle or throw a roundhouse punch. “Who the hell are you?” His words came out in a rush. 
 
    Thaddeus took one small step backward, ruining the man’s distance. With that small change, he rendered the attack ineffective — placing himself just outside of the man’s reach. Then, as the brute struggled to adjust, Thaddeus darted forward and slapped a handcuff on his leading wrist. He torqued the arm behind the man and attach the second cuff to his other wrist. 
 
    “You see, that wasn’t so hard. I’m guessing that you understand stealing from SagCon is a bad idea in my town. Let’s make a list of everything that needs to be recovered and keep it civil.” Thaddeus saw the two men and a woman scrambling to get at him. They were drunk and uncoordinated, but enthusiastic about the prospect of doing him violence. 
 
    Holding the handcuffs behind the man’s back with one hand, he drew his blaster and aimed it with the other. “Don’t.” 
 
    Everyone stopped. The big man in handcuffs struggled, dragging Thad forward a step. He kicked the man behind one of his knees and yanked him onto his butt. One of the men and the woman lunged at him. He raised the blaster and smiled, then winked. “If I shoot you, I’ll have to investigate myself.” 
 
    “You think you’re above the law,” the woman said. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter what I think. It matters whether or not you make stupid decisions and get shot in the face.” 
 
    The thieves backed up, hands raised. He saw his mistake and realized they were going to run. 
 
    Maximus stalked across the bay door opening, head held low, growling like some kind of alien werewolf on a quest for blood. The effect was somewhat spoiled by his extreme roundness, but his teeth and angry eyes looked dangerous. 
 
    “Go ahead and run. I haven’t fed him for two days.” 
 
    The rest of the raid went well. Thaddeus thanked Maximus for following him until he tired of the animal giving him the cold shoulder. The thieves gave up all of their goods, which included wheels and engine parts just as his anonymous informant claimed. There were also pallets full of medical supplies and a room stacked to the ceiling with exotic ore. 
 
    Thaddeus called a crew to inventory and take charge of the SagCon property. He sent Shaunte a digital memo, but she didn’t reply. She’d probably get to it sometime next week. He was tired and hungry by the time the operation was over. Maximus stayed with him and they walked home to the Mother Lode together. 
 
    “Snort, snort. Aroooha!” 
 
    “Okay, I won’t leave you behind next time. I just thought you were off with Mast doing something,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “Snort, huff, growl.” 
 
    They made their way back to the Mother Lode, where Thaddeus drank a watered-down whiskey in celebration and gave the pig-dog a clean bowl of water. 
 
    Pierre, in one of his moods, served him but didn’t talk. He went to the back room when Dixie approached. 
 
    She came across the room with about twenty percent more motion in her hips than was necessary to walk effectively. She adjusted her brassiere, making sure it was pulled down to show her cleavage. Then she tossed her hair and turned slightly to show him her best side. “Sheriff Fry, will you help a poor damsel in distress?” 
 
    “I’m a big fan of damsels,” he said. “What’s distressing you?” 
 
    She fanned herself dramatically, sliding onto a barstool without full control of her short skirt and ample thighs. “Oh, my. I’m not the damsel. But you’re so sweet to say so.” 
 
    He smiled, wondering when she would learn how to sit without showing her latest lingerie. 
 
    “It’s Tigerlily. I can’t find her and I fear something has happened. Would you be a good sheriff and bring her back?” 
 
    “That depends on if she’s running from you or was taken against her will. I’m not going to force anyone to work here. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken. I wouldn’t force anyone to work here either. The customers complain when the girls are unhappy with their work.” 
 
    Thaddeus seriously doubted that. But he supposed it could be true, in some cases. “How long has she been gone and where do you think she might be?” 
 
    “She’s been gone two days. I’ve got no idea where she ran off to or who took her.” 
 
    Thaddeus held her gaze for several seconds. He wanted her to understand he was serious about not serving as her enforcer. “What makes you think she was taken against her will?” 
 
    She nodded at some of the other girls. “All my girls saw her talking to a stranger. Had a funny accent. Far too confident and slick. Not like the people who normally come in here.” 
 
    “I’ll bring her back. Quick as I can. As long as she wants to come back when I find her.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR  
 
    Mast pulled up the collar of his coat and peered under the brim of his hat as rain sluiced off it. He enjoyed the patter of droplets on the metal and plastic buildings. The air smelled fresh and full of life despite the chemical odors of Darklanding. 
 
    Maximus grunted a sound they had agreed upon as a warning. Or least he thought they had muchly agreed upon it. The Glakridozian seem to have a language made of gestures, guttural noises, and flatulence. 
 
    “Don’t you do it,” Mast said. 
 
    The animal whined. 
 
    “I need to be watching for the stranger. We muchly need to know his name and where he came from and why he is here and many other questions, but I am worried about you, pig-dog. You no longer fart so much,” Mast said. “I should be bigly grateful is what they say, but I know something is wrong.” 
 
    Maximus stared at him silently, then plodded forward into the darkness. 
 
    “I am muchly following you and trusting your Glakridozian instincts. Please do not crop-dust me as Sheriff Fry often accuses you of very grossly doing to him.” Mast felt exposed walking so openly on the street despite the unseasonal rain and darkness. He could almost feel the cheap LED lampposts casting beams of light and imagined his face and form must appear to be made of contrasting shadows. He thought that his green eyes might sparkle in the strange, wet night. 
 
    The cheap pavement of Darklanding streets carried a wet sheen. His eyes were good at night, but he was not used to so much precipitation. It fell steadily, straight down like a machine was making it rather than the heavens. On Ungwilook, rain normally came with storms. 
 
    “Snort.” 
 
    It was several more steps before Mast saw what the pig-dog had already sensed, a man cutting through the night with his own coat collar pulled high, and a round hat keeping his head warm. Mast wanted to take out his traditional arndot and make a sketch, maybe put notes in the margins. This hat was what the human literature described as a bowler hat. He had not seen one outside of a book. Now he would probably see them everywhere, he assumed. 
 
    “Can we get closer?” 
 
    Maximus nodded vigorously and started trotting faster. It was easy to catch up. The stranger was only walking and did not seem to be in a hurry or nervous. There were other people on the streets of Darklanding, some prepared for the weather and others not so much. Some talked, some laughed, and some argued and complained about the cause of this weather. A chill went down Mast’s spine when he realized the stranger had heard this last discussion and looked at the disgruntled citizens. 
 
    “Why did he look at them? I do not like that,” Mast said. 
 
    Maximus whined, hesitating before continuing to pursue the stranger in the dark coat and bowler hat who gave evil looks to people who complained about the weather. 
 
    This is very much like an old novel. Perhaps the kind with all the pictures drawn in contrasting shadows where humans smoked cigarettes and carried crude firearms. And the women could never find clothing that reached low enough or high enough on their ample feminine forms. “This is very exciting!” 
 
     Maximus shook his head and snorted, his expressive eyes full of alarm. It seemed he wanted to say that this was not exciting, it was dangerous and very terrible. 
 
    Mast disagreed, but calmed himself and paid more attention to the stranger and the surroundings. 
 
    The stranger stopped to speak to an Unglok. The words were muchly perfect and well-balanced. Moments later, the stranger continued, and the Unglok strode away nervously. 
 
    “I see you, old father,” Mast said as he caught up to the man. “Who was that human you were talking to?” 
 
    The old Unglok bowed his head and spoke their native language. “I am honestly very muchly and fully glad to serve you, honored undersheriff. I will muchly inform you of our words if it greatly pleases you.” 
 
    “It muchly, muchly does, respected old father,” Mast said. His own language felt strange to him. He’d been working too hard on Galactic Standard. It suddenly occurred to him why he relied so heavily on awkwardly placed adverbs when speaking the human language. A linguistic breakthrough was just beyond his reach, wanting to be known and acted upon, but it was like trying to catch a fly in one hand. 
 
    The old man hummed a beautiful melody, which meant he had no gift to give Mast as extremely old Ungloks often did. Mast pretended to be patient. The stranger was getting away, but traditions were important. 
 
    “Was my music a gift to you?” 
 
    “Yes, old father. A beautiful gift.” 
 
    The old man nodded. “Good. I will also give you the answer to your question. The man calls himself Zane Trustman. He is looking for your animal friend because he wants to skin him and sell the hide. But I know this devious hunter and suspect that is not his real name. I also muchly suspect he will grind up the hooves of the Glakridozian and smoke them to prolong his life and perform his other dark magics.” 
 
    Maximus growled. 
 
    “Thank you, old father. You have given me more than one great gift.” 
 
    The old man nodded, hugged himself, and walked away. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The morning sun cast a glow through the mist rising off the streets and from within drainage grates. Darklanding grew busy. There were too many people without work who wanted work. They gathered near the trolley to the mines, holding up their hands to get the attention of the foreman gathering crews. When the trolleys left, the people left behind rushed away to look for whatever menial labor they could get or perhaps something to steal. Mast thought these people were very thin. Desperation lived in their eyes. 
 
    “It is muchly late, or very muchly early, is what I am thinking. But I am not tired. I wish to find the man called Zane who hunts you,” Mast said. 
 
    “Snort. Aroooh. Snort.” 
 
    Mast thought the animal’s front legs were quivering from exhaustion or fear, or perhaps a little of both. He thought it must be unnerving to know there was a person creeping through the night who wanted to skin you. 
 
    The crowd cleared around them much as the water streamed away from the SagCon paved streets. Mast turned in time to see the stranger approaching him. He angled his gun side away from the man called Zane and discreetly uncovered his blaster. 
 
    “You followed me half the night. I’d like to know why,” the stranger said, looking at Maximus more than he looked at Mast. 
 
    “What is your name, stranger? I am Deputy Sheriff Mast Jotham.” 
 
    The tall, dark human looked at him, seemingly for the first time. “Call me Zane Trustman, security specialist for P. C. Dickles.” He turned slightly away from Mast as though he might also have a blaster he was touching with his shooting hand. 
 
    “Is this true? We do not receive a memo from Mister Dickles.” 
 
    “It will be the truth, if I stay on this planet. It may be that I will find what I’m looking for and leave.” 
 
    “You are not looking for my friend to skin him and sell his hide?” 
 
    The man laughed. “You’re the first Unglok I’ve met who understands sarcasm. Do you have any idea what the flesh and fur of a Glakridozian is worth? Never mind. I can see you getting all pissed off and closed-minded. I wouldn’t come all this way for a single purpose.” 
 
    Mast studied the man carefully and saw that he had a necklace of teeth hanging around his neck, barely visible with his coat collar flipped up. Mast also noticed that Maximus stared at this necklace with fear and hatred. 
 
    Maximus began to growl and click. 
 
    “He does not like your comment is what I’m thinking,” Mast said. 
 
    Zane Trustman backed away, one hand clearly on his gun now. “That’s not what he’s thinking. Those things are vicious. That’s why people want to mount their heads in their trophy rooms and wear their skins. You’re lucky to be alive with that thing around.” 
 
    Maximus shot forward, leaping into the air and clamping his jaws on Zane’s gun arm. 
 
    Zane screamed and tried to fling the animal off, which caused them to tumble on the ground. 
 
    Mast drew his blaster and pointed it, but wasn’t sure who to shoot. Of course he wouldn’t shoot Maximus even though the animal had attacked without sufficient provocation. Zane’s comments didn’t mean the animal had the right to tear him apart. 
 
    Because he wasn’t just going for the arm, he was snapping his fearsome teeth at the man’s throat. 
 
    Mast picked up Zane’s blaster and put it in one of his large coat pockets. 
 
    “Get it off me! Someone help! It’s a killer!” 
 
    Mast paused. Zane sounded false, like he knew the words but didn’t understand the emotion that went with them. “Maximus, come back here. Stop attacking the annoying stranger who wants to skin you and wear your teeth as a necklace—and maybe grind up your hooves for some reason.” 
 
    He followed the rolling, twisting, vicious struggle across the street and onto the opposite sidewalk. Each time Zane broke free, Maximus bit him someplace new. 
 
    Mast didn’t see blood. The coat was torn in places to reveal a protective inner layer of advanced carbon fiber weave or something similar. He aimed at the stranger, but it seemed wrong to shoot him when he was clearly losing the fight. 
 
    “Stop! Both of you muchly stop that!” He ran forward and kicked Maximus on his haunches, hoping to disrupt the fight and separate them. 
 
    Maximus, his teeth gnawing at Zane’s collar, ceased shaking the man and his garments for a full second. 
 
    Zane reached behind his back with one hand, pulling out a dagger and thrusting it several times into Maximus. 
 
    The pig-dog grunted in pain, scrambled away, and disappeared, trailing blood into an alley. Mast fired at the same time, the blast ricocheting from the shoulder of the man’s coat. The energy didn’t penetrate, but the concussion stunned the man. 
 
    “If you move, I will shoot you deader than the moon,” Mast shouted. 
 
    Zane Trustman raised both hands to show he was unarmed, then clamped down his right hand onto his left bicep where he was bleeding. It seemed the puncture resistant sleeve had been pushed into his flesh by proxy. “That hurts like hell. Why didn’t you shoot it?” 
 
    “Why did you muchly bait Maximus into attacking and then scream like a small human girl child?” Mast asked. 
 
    “You named the Glakridozian beast? You’re sick. This whole planet is a waste of space. I hope your primitive people get wiped out when the Heart Stone starts drawing energy,” Zane said. 
 
    “I do not know what you speak of, but it must be a lie. You are a liar. Your name cannot possibly be Trustman. It should be Donottrustman. Muchly that is what I am saying,” Mast said, still aiming his blaster at the dangerous stranger. 
 
    “You better go after that creature before I do.” 
 
    “You better move away from that knife…” 
 
    “It’s a dagger,” Zane said with more anger than he had expressed thus far in the encounter. “A ceremonial tool…” 
 
    “Knife, dagger, whatever is, when you reach for it, you will be shot.” 
 
    “Then I won’t reach for it. Go get that beast and kill it before it drops the Heart Stone in your planet and ruins everything,” Zane said. 
 
    Mast realized two things: this man might be human but different somehow, and Maximus needed time to escape. “Maximus was a good Glakridozian guard dog. He will be missed.” 
 
    “I didn’t get that many good thrusts in. I missed his heart at least twice,” Zane said. 
 
    Mast whistled in alarm, a very Unglok sound. “You stabbed my friend in the heart?” 
 
    “They have big, strong hearts. Have to practically remove them from the chest cavity to kill Glakridozians.” 
 
    Mast made a concerned face, looking down to avoid eye contact. Humans were good at seeing things in the eyes and it was best to avoid these soul windows when attempting deception. That was what Mast Jotham, Deputy Sheriff of Darklanding, thought. “No, I think you hit him many times and he will die. Look at the blood. I have never seen the animal bleed this much. And I heard him keening his death sound.” 
 
    He felt the strange, untrustworthy human watching him. 
 
    A horrible noise rose from the next street. Mast thought it sounded like Maximus with a bad case of indigestion, or like the time he had got into the tigi before it was fermented. 
 
    “I never heard one of them squeal like that. Maybe you’re right,” Zane Not-to-be-trusted Trustman said as he stood up, one arm holding his side. “Can I have my blaster back? Darklanding seems like a dangerous place.” 
 
    Mast barely heard Zane’s words. He was starting to think Maximus really was mortally wounded. “No, you may not have your blaster. Get on out of here. Beat feet. You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here is what I am muchly saying.” 
 
    Zane backed away, made a quick turn down a side street, and was gone. Mast ran to find the pig-dog. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Thad hesitated when he heard Maximus squealing in the distance. The sound made his blood run cold. He resented the thieves of Darklanding more than ever for keeping him away from the people and…animals who mattered to him. As it turned out, there had been a fifth perpetrator in the warehouse holding the money. The idiot criminals Thad was now accustomed to dealing with had become so sloppy, it made him lazy. Now he was spending his day tying up loose ends while his deputy and his dog got into trouble. 
 
    “Hold on, Maximus. I’ll be there quick as I can,” he muttered as he pushed through the crowd. What he saw next caused him to curse. The kingpin of the smalltime embezzling ring he’d broken up had already hired a new crew and was moving more goods than Thad recovered in the warehouse. This day just kept getting better and better. 
 
    Ugly Joe Nebu was short but nearly as wide as he was tall. He had hairy knuckles and too many rings. He swaggered like he had gotten away with the crime of the century. The man’s new crew looked like an upgrade from the three drunken miscreants and one hard case Thaddeus had pulled out of the warehouse and locked up in the brand-spanking-new Cornelius Vandersun Correctional Facility and Rehab Center. 
 
    This group consisted of four armed mercenaries who looked to have either military or law enforcement experience, one attractive middle-aged woman that seemed to be some type of ultra-efficient manager wearing a suit Shaunte might’ve considered last year, and a personal bodyguard with coal black skin who would dwarf Sledge if they stood side-by-side. 
 
    Maximus squealed a final time and went silent. 
 
    Thaddeus turned to face the last place he’d heard the Glakridozian, wanting to go check on the animal ambassador from the mysterious and distant Glakridoz. He knew Maximus could take care of himself and couldn’t imagine anything on Darklanding capable of getting the drop on the pig-dog. What he knew and what he felt were two different things, and he resented Ugly Joe Nebu and his crew more than ever. 
 
    “I’ll make this quick,” he said to no one. “And where the hell is my deputy? Shouldn’t they be together?” 
 
    “Sheriff Fry!” 
 
    Thad turned to see Dixie rushing toward him with one hand holding her ample breasts against gravity and the other waving a data tablet she couldn’t afford. She seemed upset to say the least. Her hair was in disarray and her shoes were covered with grime from the Darklanding streets. 
 
    He took her by one arm while keeping one eye on Ugly Joe Nebu and listening for his injured pig-dog. “Watch your step, Miss Dixie. What’s got you in such a tizzy?” 
 
    She drew herself up straighter. “I am not in a tizzy!” 
 
    “Great. I can get back to arresting criminals and saving wounded pig-dogs.” 
 
    “What? Oh, that. I think your pet ate something rotten. Or maybe he found a cute little Glakridozian bitch with low moral standards. But forget about that. I know where Tigerlily is. She’s in terrible danger…and is wearing fifty credits of clothing I bought her to work the floor.” 
 
    Maximus shambled out of an alleyway too low for bipedal creatures like humans or Ungloks to navigate. His fur was a mass of clotted blood and dirt. He latched his teeth firmly on Thad’s left sleeve and started pulling. 
 
    Ugly Joe Nebu spotted Thad. “It’s the sheriff! Move that freight hauler out of here! Gunk, if that crazy-ass lawman tries to touch me, squash his head!” 
 
    “We’ve got to help Tigerlily!” Dixie shouted, grabbing his right arm and pulling on it. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE  
 
    Shaunte told herself she wasn’t celebrating the stock crash by drinking wine. She also pretended it was good wine, as though there was good wine anyway on this horrible planet. With her right hand, she tapped the screen to urge on the scrolling numbers and mute the ongoing news commentary discussing the fall of so many hedge firms. She held a small tablet in her left hand. It was a single-purpose device that only monitored her financial incentives arriving from the TerroCom deal. 
 
    It was something. She could live in comfort or even retire. The problem was Darklanding was her career, her legacy, reputation as a business person. Maybe it didn’t matter what other people thought, but she wanted something more than daddy’s money and the deals he had set up for her. She had to make it on her own. She had to make Darklanding a success. 
 
    Reluctantly, and against her better judgment, she began to review business memos without putting away the wine bottle. The first was a long, rambling narrative from Dixie about one of her girls named Tigerlily. The madam of the Mother Lode was so exhausting. How did she keep making money when half of what she did ended in disaster? Shaunte found the woman’s exaggerated sexuality exhausting and wanted to slap her silly every time she slid off a barstool and had one of her accidental panty reveals. Yet at the same time, she admired the woman for her perseverance and the way she could run her game without anyone knowing and keep up her act. If it was an act.  
 
    Shaunte was pretty sure it was an act. 
 
    As a memo writer, the woman was just as obtuse. Shaunte highlighted sections that seemed relevant, then finally made a copy to work from and edited the memo until it made some kind of sense. It was like being a cryptographer. What she came up with was that Tigerlily had left the Mother Lode almost two days ago under possible duress. There was no description of a suspect, no notes from Tigerlily left behind, and no witnesses. So the girl was either in dire danger or had just run away. 
 
    Shaunte moved to the next memo. Her wonderful sheriff had recovered a mountain of SagCon property, including exotics, from a warehouse run by a shady character named Ugly Joe Nebu. She’d seen the man’s name before. He’d originally come to Darklanding as a controller and had done a good job. She pulled up another screen and made a note to replace him. It was a shame. He’d been good at his job before he got greedy. At the very end of Thaddeus’s report, she saw a note that he had some follow-up to do. 
 
    “Of course,” she said quietly. “Nothing could ever be simple. Why are there always three crises at once?” 
 
    The room didn’t answer, and neither did the wine. 
 
    She went through several more memos and reports, barely looking at them, clicking almost as fast as they opened. One caught her attention because it came right next to a warning from her father that was characteristically direct. 
 
    Memo one: My name is Zane Honorfield I have attached my full resume to this electronic memo. You’ll see that I have adequate military, counter-espionage, and private security work to assist you with all of your problems in Darklanding. I am also rated to isolate and remove dangerous aliens and artifacts. More on this later, should certain things about Darklanding be confirmed. You might be in more danger than you realize. But I digress. Let me get to the point. Darklanding is now a billion-credit operation. One way or another, it is earning or losing that much each year. My analysis of your situation is also noted that your chief law enforcement specialists has been off-planet more than is ideal. I’m offering my services as a security specialist and alien removal expert for a very reasonable price. Also, I can quarantine insecure dangerous alien artifacts as well. 
 
    The memo from Zane Honorfield went on to list surprisingly accurate numbers. The man probably knew how many freighters were coming and going from Darklanding better than she did. If half of his resume was true, he would definitely be a good candidate whenever she needed a replacement for Thaddeus. Of course she hoped that he didn’t leave, but maybe he would retire and stay. 
 
    She smiled and sipped her wine for a time, swiveling her chair away from her workstation. 
 
    The final memo of the day was from her father, as usual.  
 
    Memo: Don’t trust Zane Pinkfellow. He left our service some time ago. Also, he’s rather embarrassed by his surname and will likely change it. 
 
    Shaunte powered down her computers, vaguely fascinated that her father’s warning arrived at the same time the man’s application hit her inbox. 
 
    She went to the window and opened it only to hear Maximus on one of his romps. Everyone loved the creature, but the horrible sounds and smells the pig-dog made amazed her. More than one of her daydreams about running away with Thad had been ruined by the thing tagging along. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Thaddeus counter-grabbed Dixie with his right hand, twisting his wrist around hers until his hand was in a dominant position. He held her firmly enough to make her gasp. 
 
    “Well, I never… Don’t get rough with me, Sheriff Fry! I’m not that kind of girl.” 
 
    “Just wait, Dixie. You might notice I have a few things going on right now.” He yanked his left arm free of the pig-dog, who didn’t let go right away and was thus pulled halfway off the ground. “Maximus! Stop.” 
 
    The Glakridozian sat back on its haunches, his expressive eyes mimicking Dixie’s indignation but without the flirtatious undertones. “Snort, snort.” 
 
    Thad almost heard “Mast Jotham” in the animal’s grunting and snorting but quickly decided it was his imagination. “If you two will give me a moment, I’ll be right with you. I can only do one crisis at a time.” 
 
    Ugly Joe Nebu and his crew were scrambling onto a freight hauler that would take them to the spaceport. “Get the hell up there! Leave the rest! We need to go, go, go! You lazy slugs!” 
 
    Thaddeus strode through the crowd that had queued up to board other transports. He tried to shove his way through a cluster of people, but it was too thick. “What’s going on here? Why aren’t you people working or getting drunk?” 
 
    He grabbed a man by the arm, spun him around, and yanked him close enough to breathe into his face. “I asked you a question.” 
 
    “There’s no work. We’re getting out of here. If we can get on any space-vaccing transports.” 
 
    Thad pointed at Nebu and his people taking advantage of his delay to drag a few more pallets onto their freighter. “I need to stop that man and his crew.” 
 
    “Good luck,” said the man Thad still held by his coat with one hand. 
 
    Thad pushed him away, then jumped onto a stack of metal shipping boxes. “That ship right there…the Drunk Panda…has enough room for all of you! Please proceed in an orderly manner!” 
 
    Seconds later, he was swept into Ugly Joe Nebu’s ship along with fifty other people who didn’t exactly fit. Stuck shoulder to shoulder with Nebu, he could smell the thief’s breath. “You’re under arrest, if we can ever extricate ourselves from this mob on your ship.” 
 
    “Well played, Sheriff. Well played. I mentioned I can’t breathe.” 
 
    “Maximus, get in here and clear these people out,” Thad said, unable to raise his hands to help project his voice. 
 
    “What’s that thing going to do? He can’t bite everyone. They’ll attack that monster and probably barbecue him over a slow turning spit,” Nebu said. 
 
    Maximus rammed his way through the throng farting like he’d been holding it in for days. 
 
    “Oh my God, that’s horrible,” Nebu gasped. “I think that smell has scared me straight. Nothing but law and order from me in the future, Sheriff Fry.” 
 
    “I’m still taking you in,” Thad said. 
 
    “You would,” Nebu said accusingly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took time to figure out the automated paddy wagon that had come with the Cornelius Vandersun Correctional Facility and Rehab Center. Thaddeus glanced over his digital tablet to make sure Ugly Joe Nebu and his crew hadn’t slipped their cuffs. They remained in a circle around a lamppost connected at the wrist by restraint cuffs. 
 
    “You might as well forget it,” Dixie said, genuinely put out. Sitting on a trolley bench, she fanned her face as she watched a new crowd gathering to enter the spaceport. Maximus sat at her feet, licking his wounds. “I’m sure the jerkface has moved her by now. Girls run away all the time, but this is different. He didn’t give her a choice.” 
 
    “I’m working as fast as I can,” Thaddeus said, punching the summon command and hoping for the best. A flashing icon indicated the paddy wagon would arrive in less than an hour. He looked at Nebu. “I may have to leave you all here for little bit.” 
 
    “Okay, Sheriff. I promise we won’t try to escape,” Ugly Joe Nebu said. 
 
    Thaddeus eyed the thief as he walked over to Maximus and knelt. The pig-dog was covered with dried blood but had quit whining about the pain. The animal almost seemed to be sedated. A goofy smile curled the corner of its mouth. 
 
    “You look like some Glakridozian field medic gave you pain meds or is that something you can do naturally?” Thaddeus expected some eye rolling or flatulence, but the animal merely stared at him as though he was too cool for school. “All right. I need you to look mean if you can. Guard these prisoners while I check on Mast. Can you do that?” 
 
    Maximus nodded several times, then shambled toward Nebu and the others handcuffed around the light pole. He growled with such intensity that goosebumps spread up Thad’s arms. 
 
    “Snort, growl, growl,” Maximus said as he inched forward. Stopping a few feet from Nebu, he lowered his head almost to the ground and made horrible clicking noises from deep in his throat. 
 
    “You’re not going to let that thing eat us, are you? We didn’t kill anybody. We just took some stuff SagCon wasn’t watching closely enough,” Nebu explained, pulling against his restraints. 
 
    “Only if you break free. And then, it will probably only eat the slowest one. If I were you, I wouldn’t take the chance,” Thaddeus said. “Come on, Dixie. Let’s find Mast and then we’ll get your girl Tigerlily.” 
 
    Dixie stood in a flourish, stretching her arms out to each side to loosen her muscles, or more likely, show off her large bosoms. “It’s about time, Sheriff.” 
 
    Thaddeus turned back to his prisoners. “One last thing. If my paddy wagon arrives, get in it.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to do that handcuffed to the pole?” Nebu wondered. 
 
    “You’ll figure it out,” Thad replied without turning back.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Where is that filthy animal from Glakridoz? I’m afraid he may be mortally wounded,” Mast said. 
 
    “I have him guarding prisoners at the entrance to the spaceport,” Thaddeus said. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I am muchly pointing this blaster at Zane Trustman, who I do not muchly think should be trusted. He is named very wrongly is what I am thinking.” 
 
    Thaddeus studied the man sitting on the raised sidewalk. He looked about as relaxed as a moviegoer enjoying the preview reel. Without warning, Thaddeus lunged at the man and grabbed the front of his coat. He hauled the athletically-built stranger to his feet and shook him. 
 
    “You’re under arrest for damaging SagCon property,” Thad said. 
 
    Zane Trustman remained relaxed and fluid, hardly seeming concerned about the violent apprehension. “I didn’t know the Glakridozian was property of SagCon. Did the company purchase the Glakrid System and locate Glakridoz Prime? Because that would be a neat trick.” 
 
    Thaddeus shoved him back, expecting him to trip and fall on the curb. The man maintained his feet and his balance, then smoothed the front of his coat. 
 
    “I don’t think he wants to resist arrest,” Dixie said, arms folded in front of her. “Not that you need a reason to kick his ass, in my opinion. He nearly killed Maximus.” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt that very much. My blade came nowhere near the Heart Stone,” Zane said. “And besides, the filthy creature attacked me. I came to Darklanding because you need help, and I have the skills you need to deal with all these crime trends.” 
 
    Thaddeus thought about Nebu and the others he left handcuffed to a pole with only a wounded animal to stop them from escaping. Think one thing, do something else. That made sense. So that’s what he did. “I don’t need your help.” 
 
    “If we’re going to be partners, can you ask your deputy to stop pointing that blaster at me?” Zane Trustman said. 
 
    “We’re not going to be partners,” Thad said. 
 
    Mast holstered his blaster. “There can only be one deputy in Darklanding, just like there can only be one sheriff.” 
 
    “Is that true, Sheriff? Can there be only one deputy?” Zane asked. 
 
    “Don’t be a smartass. Mast Jotham is the only deputy I need, and you know it. I got the memo from P. C. Dickles about some guy wanting to provide security who wouldn’t take no for an answer but was told no anyway. Why do you think your luck would be better here? And just for the record, stabbing my friends doesn’t exactly boost your resume,” Thad said. 
 
    “I could subcontract. Kind of like a municipal police force within limited jurisdiction while you have the whole planet,” Zane said. 
 
    Thaddeus glanced toward the spaceport entrance where a crowd was getting loud. There were too many buildings between him and the noise, but he didn’t like what seemed to be happening there. Darklanding had been impossible to manage during the boom, but now that things were going bust, it was worse. He didn’t need this obnoxious stranger to help him, he needed a squad of his TerroCom soldiers from the Centauri Prime Campaign. 
 
    “Don’t muchly forget that this man who is named incorrectly stabbed Maximus many times. And he said he was going to wear his teeth as a necklace,” Mast said, pointing at the macabre trophies hanging from Zane’s neck. 
 
    The man tucked them into his shirt. “My grandfather gave me those. Family tradition. I wasn’t meaning to offend anyone.” 
 
    “You said you were going to grind up his hooves and smoke them! You’re a bad human,” Mast said, balling up both fists in frustration. 
 
    “Did I say that?” 
 
    Thaddeus stepped between his deputy and the stranger who had taken such a strong dislike to Maximus. “Mast, stand down. I’ve got this. As for you, I don’t need your help, now or ever. And stay away from my dog or you’re going to really piss me off.” 
 
    Zane shrugged and backed away. “All right. It’s all good. Hunky-dory. Your pet will be fine, unfortunately. The Glakridozian savages heal at an accelerated rate as long as they’re carrying a Heart Stone. I’ll be around if you change your mind.” 
 
    Thad watched him go, wondering if he should’ve called the paddy wagon for this man instead of the thieves. “Mast, go to the entrance and wait with Maximus until the paddy wagon picks up Ugly Joe Nebu and his crew. I need to help Dixie with something.” 
 
    “Mast Jotham can very muchly do this I am thinking.” 
 
    “And one more thing. The next time Zane Trustman even looks at Maximus, shoot him in the face. Zane, not Maximus,” Thad said. 
 
    “Yes. That makes bigly sense. I will shoot at his jerkface.” 
 
    “Don’t miss.” 
 
    “But missing is what I do best.” 
 
    “Let’s go, Dixie,” Thad said, shaking his head and smiling at his deputy’s turn of phrase. 
 
    The Mother Lode Madam took his arm like they were on a date, pushing her body against his every chance she got. “Tigerlily will be grateful, but so will I. You won’t regret this, I promise. I will be soooo grateful. I’ll make it worth your while.” 
 
    “With talk like that, I’ll be wanting to rescue your girls every day.” 
 
    “Oh, Thaddeus. I hope so.” 
 
    They checked three apartments, each less likely than the last. No one admitted to having seen her. 
 
    “You said you knew where she was,” Thad accused. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. You’re the trained lawman. You have to read between the lines,” she said, then became suddenly apologetic. “I’m sorry, Sheriff Fry. Let me…make it up to you…” She twisted a lock of hair around one finger. 
 
    “You’re a wicked woman.” 
 
    “You know you like it.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN  
 
    Shaunte looked like she’d had a good night’s rest, a full body massage and makeover, and two glasses of wine. 
 
    Thad leaned both hands on her desk. “You’re getting an early start.” 
 
    She looked up, widened her eyes in surprise, then smiled warmly. Two seconds later, she was up and around the desk and hugging him. “Oh, you do feel good. Where were you last night? I was lonely and thought about you.” 
 
    Thad returned the embrace. “I had to catch Ugly Joe Nebu and his crew three times. The first time at the spaceport, which nearly became a riot, the second time before the paddy wagon arrived, and the third time when they managed to get one of the doors open and jump out while it was still moving. Mixed in with all of that was Dixie’s drama.” 
 
    Shaunte stepped back and picked up one of her data tablets. “That is an impressive list of materials you recovered.” She studied him shrewdly. “What drama did Dixie have this time? And how is she paying you, with her services?” 
 
    “I’m the sheriff. She doesn’t have to pay for me to enforce the law and find her wayward girls. Which I didn’t, but that’s another story.” 
 
    “Just remember that, Sheriff Fry. I don’t want to find out she’s been offering you her goods.” 
 
    Thad half-smiled and cocked his head slightly. “She always offers.” 
 
    Shaunte slapped his arm playfully. 
 
    He studied her, wondering at the smallest details of her face. How had he ever resisted her? Once upon a time, he told himself to stay away. She was trouble, he thought. It was inappropriate to get involved with the Company Man, even if said Company Man was an extraordinarily attractive and capable young woman. 
 
    She seemed glad to see him but not as ecstatic over the fortune he had recovered for SagCon as he thought she would be. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Thad?” she asked. 
 
    “I just returned several hundred thousand credits’ worth of material to the corporation and took another thieving crew off the streets. Thought you might be glad.” 
 
    “I’m glad. Extremely glad. It’s great that you got this taken care of, because there’s a whole new problem in Transport Canyon. You’ve done a great job in keeping the outlaws in that sector under control, but there’s a lot of territory out there. Each time we establish a new maintenance facility or loading depot, another one of these bandit gangs spring up.” 
 
    “What’s the chances I hire some more deputies? I can’t be everywhere at once,” he said. 
 
    “You can’t?” she asked mischievously. “The talk on the street is that Sheriff Thaddeus Fry can do anything.” 
 
    “What are the details? I’ll handle it.” 
 
    Shaunte typed furiously with one hand, looking up from time to time as though guilty she had not paid more attention to him. “I’m sending the information now.” 
 
    “Send me budget approval for a squad of SWAT officers. I prefer they come from the TerroCom soldiers, but I’ll take anyone qualified. I could send them out on raids and spend more time here in Darklanding. I don’t want another incident like what happened at the Cheap and Easy with Dregg and what’s her face, his sister.” 
 
    Shaunte turned pale at the mention of the incident. “That was horrible. Nonetheless, there are certain limitations to changes in budget line items. I can probably have it approved in eighteen months, unless it’s expedited.” 
 
    “In which case, it’ll still take eighteen months,” Thaddeus said. “I guess I’ll make do.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit. So, about the outlaws in Transport Canyon…”

*** 
 
      
 
    Thad admitted the Calico was one of the ugliest ships in Darklanding, and that was saying a lot considering it was competing with freight haulers and fuel barges. Parts and panels had been scavenged from various ships over the years, giving it a multicolored appearance with gray and maroon primer paint being the dominant colors. There were odd yellow stripes like half-chevrons around the exhaust ports and scorch marks around the nose cone that suggested it had made atmospheric entry at a bad angle. 
 
    What he cared about most were his own additions to the ship he made and had rebuilt after the race with LeClerc, most notably the heavier armor, extra fuel tanks, and minigun. Ammunition was almost impossible to find, but he’d cross that bridge when he came to it. 
 
    Thad was never sure of the reasoning behind the half-chevrons and wondered what kind of moron had taken this thing into space. Someday he would catalog all the different numbers on the salvaged pieces of this and that. The ship was definitely a mutt, kind of like Maximus. 
 
    Unseasonal rain poured straight down with no wind to disturb its course. He shielded his eyes and looked up at the dark clouds, watching for lightning. “Come on, let’s go. The sooner we get this done, the sooner we can be back in Darklanding putting out fires.” 
 
    “I am muchly hoping this is one of your strange speech figures,” Mast said. “We should not worry about spreading flames in this rain.” 
 
    Thaddeus, Mast, and Maximus boarded the Calico and strapped in. Thad went through the checklist quickly and fired up the engines. He took off while his deputy was still complaining about the abruptness of the safety protocols. 
 
    “I will not learn to fly from you. Perhaps you are the best sheriff in Darklanding but not the best teacher of flying,” Mast said. 
 
    “You want to fly?” Thad asked. 
 
    Mast shook his head violently. “No! You should be giving me big kudos for even getting in the ship. I’m not braving this way. People do not muchly enjoy flying.” 
 
    “Then what I’m about to do will not change that.” Thaddeus flew aggressively, determined to reach Transport Canyon in record time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Of course there’s a plan. I’m sure it’s a good plan,” Thaddeus said. “It’s just not fully formed in my mind. I’ve gotten too accustomed to having highly trained, highly competent soldiers taking the initiative. If I had my TerroCom soldiers, it would just be a matter of assigning them to mop this up.” 
 
    “They seem to be spreading out. Yes, muchly they are less close together. They are also slowing down?” 
 
    Thaddeus rolled back the throttle until the ship was about to fall out of the sky. “Smart. I can go slower, but it takes more fuel. We should expect they have some formal training, maybe as ex-soldiers or one of the private security firms that hire out mercenaries.” 
 
    Mast continued to ask questions while the pig-dog licked his wounds and pouted.  
 
    Thaddeus waggled the wings of the Calico, hoping the transgressors would take the hint and stop. Somehow, he didn’t think this crew was going to surrender as easily as Ugly Joe Nebu did. 
 
    He saw their hideout near the horizon. Located near the complex maze on the south side of Transport Canyon, which was almost a valley, it was in the opposite direction from the race course with which he was more familiar. He wondered if they had bribed the race officials to plan the course in the other direction, or if they had organized their outlaw band after his showdown with LeClerc. A lot of raw materials were moved through Transport Canyon, but most were on bullet trains that were nearly impossible to stop without causing a large-scale disaster. 
 
    “Get ready. We’re going to land before the two-wheelers get there to warn them,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “What if they have radios? Wouldn’t they have warned their coconspirators?” Mast asked. 
 
    “If they had already done that, then the rest of their gang would have fled or would be shooting at us right now.” Thaddeus slammed the throttles forward and blasted over the fleeing motorcycles, knocking one of them sideways with the back blast from the Calico. 
 
    Maximus finally came to life, scrambling to the cockpit window and howling. 
 
    Thad flared the engines to land in a cloud of dust in the courtyard. He was betting the stone fortress was abandoned. As soon as the engine shut down, he dropped the ramp and sprinted to the fortress gate. He slapped the ‘close’ button and watched the heavy portcullis fall. 
 
    The lead two-wheeler applied too much rear brake and went into a slide. The driver tensed as the bike hit the gravel, then flipped over, sending him asshole over elbows into the closed gate. The helmet made a crunching sound. Afterward, the man didn’t have any limbs pointing in the right direction. 
 
    The next two stopped well short of their reckless companion. Four more arrived and arranged their motorcycles in a half-circle outside of the gate. Dust and grime coated their armor and helmet visors. They could have been messengers from the underworld except that demons would’ve been more talkative. 
 
    Mast and Maximus joined him at the gate. The tall Unglok deputy looked sick. The pig-dog from Glakridoz darted here and there, urinating on vertical objects. 
 
    “They’re waiting for something, I am thinking,” Mast said. 
 
    Thaddeus nodded. “Keep an eye on them. Stand where they can’t shoot you. I’m going to check the rest of the fortress and make sure their confederates have actually vacated the premises.” 
 
    The bandit hideout showed signs of recent occupation. Someone had put down the gravel and replaced both doors with new ones. There wasn’t much style to the place, but not everyone out here was as flamboyant as White Skull had been. 
 
    He holstered his weapon but kept his hand on it. Drawing it would take a split-second, and he didn’t want his arm shaking with fatigue when he needed to be fresh. 
 
    Most of the doors were locked. He wrote an X on them in the dust and moved on. When he had inspected the place to the best of his ability, he returned to the gate where Mast was still watching the six remaining outlaws. 
 
    “Give me an update,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “They seem to be talking to each other, but not often and never leave their positions.” Mast switched his blaster to his other hand. Maximus laid at his feet half-asleep. 
 
    Thaddeus looked over his shoulder, sweeping his eyes over the abandoned stronghold. The locked doors were a problem. There could be armies of outlaws behind them, but once he started kicking them down, the six individuals outside might hear him and his preoccupation. 
 
    He doubted they would have much trouble getting past Mast. Maximus was another matter, but he could only do so much against armed men fighting as a team. 
 
    “We’re not in a great position,” Thaddeus said. The criminals outside the gates were waiting for something. Then, as he replayed the chase across Transport Canyon, he reversed his decision to stay. “Our position is untenable. Get on the ship. Run! You too, Maximus!” 
 
    He drew his weapon and divided his attention between the locked doors and the closed gate as he jogged toward the Calico. “Fire up the engines once inside. Be ready for takeoff.” 
 
    “I can’t fly!” Mast yelled back at him. 
 
    “You won’t have to, but that thing will be ready when I get in there.” Thad tucked and rolled, perfectly timing his evasive maneuver with the start of the ambush. 
 
    Doors slammed open in unison. Blaster bolts wove a spiderweb of crisscrossed beam patterns just above his head. He didn’t see if Mast and Maximus were able to enter the ship in time. He could only hope. 
 
    He came to his feet, shooting on the move. One went down, his fingers on the trigger causing him to shoot into the air as he tumbled away from the fighting. Thad jumped behind one of the landing struts, peeked out, and shot another in the throat. 
 
    The front gate screeched open as the motorcycle commandos used their entrance codes and raced into the courtyard. The deadly crossfire ceased as though they had planned this. 
 
    Thad took the opportunity to move closer to the ramp. 
 
    The Calico’s engines flared to life, effectively clearing the area behind the ship of any combatants. Gunmen from there moved to the front and laid down heavy suppressive fire on Thad’s position. 
 
    Thad dug his radio out of his coat pocket and keyed it. He screamed into the microphone to be heard. “Mast, you have to fly the ship. You have to scoop me up on your way out.” 
 
    “This is muchly impossible. Are you okay? Your position does not look advantageous.” 
 
    “Fine. Ask Maximus if he knows how to fly,” Thaddeus yelled into the radio receiver. 
 
    “I don’t like the way you say that. It hurts my feelings very muchly. I’m a very bad pilot, but I’m not a pig-dog.” 
 
    “Grab the controls and get us out of here!” Thad dove for the next landing support, rolling to his feet and firing in one motion. He was pretty sure he didn’t hit anything. 
 
    The Calico shuddered and slid forward several feet, bumping bodies and throwing them into the open. The outlaws, stunned, ceased firing for almost a full second. Thaddeus fired his pistol over his shoulder as he ran for the open ramp. Firing at random, he was happy to have not shot his own ear off. 
 
    Once he was inside the Calico, he went straight to the rotary dome on the central hub. Without securing the safety harness, he started firing, mowing down outlaws as quick as he could. Unfortunately, before he could finish the job, Mast was lumbering randomly through the air and gaining altitude. 
 
    “You see there, Sheriff Fry, I am able to pilot a ship.” 
 
    Thaddeus chose not to comment on the dubious claim. He moved to the cockpit and took the controls. He circled back to the fortress and used a crowd control loudspeaker to address their leader. He didn’t bother to mention his gun was out of ammunition. The negotiations went surprisingly well. Once he had convinced them to lay down their arms and promised a generous parole for their immediate compliance, the incident was almost easier than his apprehension of Ugly Joe Nebu and his crew. 
 
    He doubted Shaunte would thank him for this apprehension either. The flight back to Darklanding seemed to take a lifetime as he cataloged the injuries he hadn’t felt during the gun battle. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT  
 
    It was dark again by the time Thaddeus reached the Mother Lode. The only patrons were unconscious, heads down on tables or pressed into the corners of the room like they were trying to die. Pierre sat at his table smoking, playing solitaire, and doing the books. When Thaddeus headed upstairs, the proprietor cleared his throat. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going? Up to see her?” He laughed rudely as he exhaled smoke and tapped ashes from the ancient vice. “I wonder how welcoming the Company Man is when roused from a deep sleep. Maybe she’s not so frigid for you, but I think…” 
 
    “Not interested in your opinion, Pierre.” Thad battled his way to the top. His legs protested as though he had run back-to-back marathons. His spine felt like it had been cranked by a jujitsu master. He had no idea how he accumulated all this fatigue and injury. The obvious wounds were the massive, bone-deep bruises where the body armor he wore under his coat had deflected bullets and blaster bolts. He tried not to imagine what would’ve happened if he’d been standing still and taken the full brunt of the assaults. 
 
    His knuckles were scraped and he had a knot on his head, probably from diving for cover during the firefight. “Be honest, Fry-man,” he muttered at the top step, “you know why you’re so tired.” Sleep called to him with its siren song, but he needed—wanted—to see Shaunte more than he wanted anything. 
 
    The hallway appeared longer, narrower, and the ceiling lower than he remembered. Someone had dimmed the lights and activated the nearly invisible LED strips on each side of the carpet cheap hotels used as a safety feature. He felt off-balance and could hear his heart beating, and not in a good way. This was the dreamlike sensation of being injured, sleep-deprived, and run into the ground from the impossible work schedule and the high-stress job. Only his training and his overall stubbornness kept him going. Maybe he knew his military career was over at this point, and he was trying to fill a void in his sense of purpose. 
 
    Something was wrong. A small red light blinked under the doorknob of Shaunte’s private suite. In his condition, it took him several seconds to understood what that meant. She’d locked the door. 
 
    He stood in front of it for several seconds struggling with decisions. The hallway seemed even darker now than when he first emerged at the top of the stairs. The thought of her answering the door in her night clothing with her hair a mess tantalized him, but he knew they’d probably have a fight. At this stage in their relationship, it was impossible to predict how she’d behave when roused from slumber. And she’d been working harder than he had. Part of his soldier ethos was to never disturb someone from a much-needed rest. He stood with his eyes closed, rubbing his temples as though that would help him make a decision. Eventually, he went downstairs and sat at the bar. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “You want to drink now?” Pierre asked. He put out his cigarette and walked behind the bar to the coffee machine barely visible from where Thaddeus sat. 
 
    “I didn’t know you smoked.” 
 
    “I don’t. Some yahoo came in here, didn’t have money, said he could pay me with these for a while. Now I ‘enjoy’ them as I do the books. Calms the nerves. Gives me something to live for.” He poured himself a cup of coffee, then brought Thaddeus a shot glass of watered-down whiskey. 
 
    Thaddeus took a sip, elbows leaning heavily on the bar. 
 
    “Get some sleep, Sheriff.” 
 
    “You ever been so tired you can’t get to sleep?” 
 
    Pierre sipped his coffee. “I’m standing here looking at you, aren’t I?” 
 
    Thaddeus turned his attention to the shot glass and wished he had a team of professionally trained deputies, or better yet, a platoon of his TerroCom soldiers to put Darklanding in order. 
 
    The sound of Dixie’s high heels coming down the stairs echoed in the quiet saloon. She pretended they weren’t watching her, acting for all the world as though the auto-piano was playing and her girls were working a crowded room. When she slid onto the bar stool next to him, she affected mild surprise at seeing him here. 
 
    “Well, Thaddeus. I’m glad to know you’re working hard to find Tigerlily,” she said. 
 
    Pierre shook his head and left the conversation in favor of his ledgers. 
 
    “What is it with you and this girl Tigerlily? It’s not like she’s the first to run off. That sort of thing happens when you run a brothel in a broken down, back galaxy mining town.” 
 
    “I’m afraid something’s happened to her. Normally, I can get at least one of my girls to admit to seeing her or even knowing where a runaway is. Tigerlily seems like she’s fallen off the planet,” Dixie said. 
 
    “Might not be far from the truth. She could have had money, like Ruby. Went home to mommy and daddy crying and begging for forgiveness.” 
 
    Dixie rolled her eyes. “No one has money like Ruby Miranda Vandersun. But that’s not my point. I think that jackass who wants to be your deputy has something to do with it. He fits the description—tall, dark, and ugly, and way too confident.” 
 
    “I’m tired, Dixie. Pretty banged up from this last arrest.” 
 
    She pulled open his coat and traced the bruises around his neck and upper chest with one finger. “Oh, my poor man. I’ll fix you up, make you forget your pain and worry. Right after you get Tigerlily back.” 
 
    “Dixie! Stop.” 
 
    She reached behind her back and pulled out a small, expensively slim data tablet and placed it on the bar. “I have proof this time. And I hired a couple of out of work minors to watch the apartments to be sure she didn’t leave or get moved by whoever kidnapped her.” 
 
    Thaddeus studied the picture of a small, Asian woman that was far too beautiful for a place like Darklanding. He instantly wanted to help her. “What the hell is she doing working at the Mother Lode?” 
 
    “You know her?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I was just commenting on the picture. She looks at peace, not so desperate. It’s hard to see her as the victim of anything, and I can’t imagine many of the men who come in here having the courage to approach her.” 
 
    Dixie shrugged and stared off for a moment, suggesting to Thad that he was right and that she wasn’t a very good employee of the Mother Lode. That fact alone made him want to help Dixie find her. Maybe, for once, Dixie’s heart was in the right place. 
 
    “Do you know the address of this place in the picture?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded vigorously. 
 
    He motioned for her to lead the way, then tripped and nearly fell as he dismounted his barstool. 
 
    “Looks like I need to put more water in that whiskey,” Pierre said, then went back to his ledgers. 
 
    “It’s going to be a long night, Fry-man,” Thad muttered. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “We’re only checking this one place,” Thaddeus said, trying to keep up with the short, curvy madam. 
 
    “Agreed. Then I’ll take you to the Mother Lode and nurse you back to your full vitality,” she said, then stopped across from a relatively new block of prefabricated, two-story apartments. Planting both hands on her hips, she thrust her chin toward the place. “She’s in there.” 
 
    Thaddeus spoke to each of the men watching the apartments. Dixie had gone all-out this time, posting a man on each corner of the building. 
 
    “How much is she paying you?” Thaddeus asked the question to ascertain how diligent these four men had been in their duties. 
 
    “She told me a hundred credits,” the first man said. “Which I’ll probably never see, but I’ll be a VIP at the Mother Lode and that means a complementary bath with two girls at once, plus a steep discount on…” 
 
    “I get it. Tell me about who’s been coming and going.” 
 
    “No one.” 
 
    “So you’re watching an empty building.” 
 
    The man shook his head. “See that light up in the corner apartment on the second floor? I’ve seen somebody moving in that one. Probably a woman. Probably a woman I’d like to meet.” 
 
    Thaddeus decided not to ask for further details. The man’s imagination could be running wild with so many quiet, boring hours spent watching nothing. 
 
    Dixie crossed her arms. “Satisfied?” 
 
    “Wait out here. If something goes wrong, find Mast and tell him to shoot first and ask questions later,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you rather I call Sledge for this kind of thing?” 
 
    He looked at her. “Is he on the planet?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I haven’t heard from him for days. He’s not returning my calls or my messages,” she said, looking down somewhat forlornly. 
 
    “You are really wearing me out, Dixie. Don’t suggest Sledge might be able to help me and tell me you don’t know where he is or how to contact him. I’m really too tired for this. And busy. And I’m only half-convinced Tigerlily is in danger. She probably just wants to get away from your craziness.” 
 
    Dixie stepped back, throwing one hand to cover her mouth. “Well! If that’s the way you feel, why didn’t you just say so? This will be the last time I ask you for help!” 
 
    “Promises, promises.” He went inside without looking back. Pausing at the front, he radioed Mast and advised his half-asleep deputy of his current location. 
 
    “I am muchly asking why you are telling me this,” a sleepy Unglok voice said through the tinny speaker. 
 
    “Just a precaution. How is Maximus?” 
 
    “Sleeping, farting, and healing, I am thinking. Tell me, Sherriff, have you figured out what this Heart Stone is that Mister Do-not-trustman has muchly spoken about?” 
 
    “Not a clue. And it isn’t a high priority right now. Get some rest. When you come back on watch, I’m going to sleep for half a day.” 
 
    “Yes, Sheriff. I am already back to sleep. Thanks for waking me with the bigly annoying radio.” 
 
    Like the Mother Lode, it was dark inside with only a minimal amount of lighting, but instead of floor illumination, each door had a small bead of luminescence above. He moved to the elevators, looked at them, and wondered at it for several seconds until he realized it was a maintenance elevator to move heavy items. Why else would such a thing be needed in a two-story building? 
 
    He was too tired for this. The moment he had his hands on Tigerlily, he’d make sure she wanted to go back to the Mother Lode, turn her over to Dixie, and get some sleep. His scalp tingled from the cheap whiskey and whatever endorphins his body was producing to keep him going. 
 
    There were no lights in the stairwell, a clear safety violation. The door at the top stood open to reveal an even darker hallway. He stopped. Something wasn’t right. This felt like an ambush. Backing away from the door, he also moved sideways so he wasn’t in the same location as he had been when first coming up the stairs. Anyone shooting at him without night vision would have to get extremely lucky. 
 
    Downstairs, the service elevator chimed. He heard footsteps and quiet voices. Someone shined a flashlight, then quickly turned it off. 
 
    Thaddeus lifted the radio close to his lips, press the talk button, and whispered, “Mast.” 
 
    Time passed. 
 
    “Mast.” 
 
    “Is this a human tradition of waking up your friends in the middle of the night when they are muchly dreaming of tigi?” 
 
    “I need you to start heading my way. Bring my shotgun and wear your body armor.” He turned the radio off before his deputy could reply. The blocking team on the first level were at the foot of the stairs now. He knew they were a blocking team because they didn’t come up. Their only purpose was to keep him from escaping whatever was about to happen. 
 
    His tablet vibrated in his pocket. He ignored it for as long as he could, then glanced at the text message thinking it must be his deputy asking for further instruction. The idea of reading the message filled him with dread, because the Unglok’s written version of Galactic Standard was about ten times as bad as his spoken version. 
 
    To his surprise, it was a note from Zane Trustman. “Your deputy just ran past my room at the Mother Lode carrying shotguns. Do you need help?” 
 
    Thaddeus hesitated, then pushed the thumbs up emoji that was as old as digital communication. Slipping his small tablet into a coat pocket and touching the radio to make sure it was off, he crept silently into the second-floor hallway to put distance between himself and the men at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    None of his options were good, so he decided to get what he had come for. 
 
    A sliver of light glowed from underneath the corner apartment door. He studied the handle and the lock in the darkness. All he could make out were indistinct shapes he suspected belonged to a door. Going by feel, he opened it. 
 
    “Interesting,” he said as he pushed it open. 
 
    “Intruder! Intruder!” the alarm blared. Lights came on. He was blinded and deafened at the same time. Two men rushed him, slamming him to the ground. 
 
    “Get on the ground! Do it now!” a voice yelled. 
 
    Thaddeus allowed himself to fall, but held onto both attackers, jamming one foot into each of their guts and pushing with his legs as they all rolled together. Using their own momentum, he continued backward and flung them into the wall. They landed hard, the weight of their body armor increasing the force of their impact with the doorframe. 
 
    The men, professionals by the sound of them and the way they fought, recovered quickly. Adrenaline blasted through his veins, but he knew it couldn’t last. It pissed him off to think one bad decision had put him in a fight he couldn’t win. His only hope was that these men didn’t feel like killers. 
 
    He’d been wrong before, of course. 
 
    One of the men who sounded like big city cops moved to the right and aimed a blaster humming with deadly energy. The other laughed and aimed an electronic stunner, and ancient standby of law enforcement professionals. 
 
    Thaddeus grabbed the hem of his coat and yanked it upwards just in time to catch the metal probes as they flew toward him. The wires attached to the electronic device crackled and popped. Everyone moved. It was like they were in a big circle dance, but it was clear each of them strove for the advantage. 
 
    The cop with the charged blaster kept his distance, and that was fine with Thaddeus for now. The man hadn’t shot him, so he didn’t want to get into a blaster fight at this range and with these odds. The cop with the less-lethal device slapped a new cartridge on the front of it like an infantryman sliding on a bayonet. All the while, they moved—circling and lunging too fast for witty conversation.  
 
    “Wait,” Thad said, flipping his blaster so he held it pointed down with his finger nowhere near the trigger.  
 
    Electronic probes streaked across the small foyer. 
 
    Thad yanked up his coat, catching one. The other probe stuck into his shoulder, stinging mightily. Without the other probe to complete the circuit, the charge wouldn’t incapacitate him. He’d learned that much from his online police science courses. Cursing, he swept his blaster barrel across the thin wire, breaking it and eliminating any chance of a full connection. 
 
    “Wait! I just came to check on the girl. If she’s safer with you, that’s fine. I was told she was kidnapped.” 
 
    The cops, or whatever they were now, held their weapons on him and spoke in lightning quick Japanese. 
 
    “You are a witness. There is too much dishonor,” the blaster cop said. 
 
    “You’re going to kill me because I know she worked in a whorehouse? Listen, buddy. A lot of people know what she’s been doing here.” 
 
    “No. That is incorrect. Zane Startraveler sent us a message. She has not disgraced herself yet. Lies and betrayal brought her to this place.” The man’s accent seemed to grow thicker the more he spoke. 
 
    “That’s bullshit, Ricky,” came the voice of Tigerlily from the apartment. “I had the same job for your father, just wore nicer dresses.” 
 
    A furious argument in Japanese slammed back and forth with Thad in the middle. Both men became angrier and angrier. Two more cop/house guards came from downstairs. They wore heavy armor, state of the art gear that would put one of his battlefield TerroCom soldiers to shame. 
 
    More arguing in Japanese. Before long, all four men and the young woman he’d come to save were screaming at each other, save for the young man with the blaster who had calmed down and now seemed content to stare at the affair malevolently. He might have looked like a kid to Thad, but he was a killer, contrary to his initial assessment. 
 
    “Everyone shut up,” the young man said. He hadn’t raised his voice, but silence took the room almost immediately. “Maybe killing this sheriff won’t erase your shame, Tigerlily.” He sneered her Mother Lode name like it was an insult. “But maybe his death will make you think twice before you run away again. You are my father’s mistress, and someday mine, and you will never leave us.” 
 
    “That’s it,” Thaddeus said. “You’ve gone and pissed me off.” 
 
    He flipped his blaster around, dodging sideways as he found the trigger and stroked it repeatedly. His first volley of energy struck one of the heavily-armed house guards and flung him backward into the hallway. Return fire shredded the walls and blew out the windows. 
 
    He sprinted into a side room, one hand working his radio. “Mast! What’s your ETA?” 
 
    “I will be there muchly quicker than expected. The man who I don’t trust is giving me a ride in his muchly small and agile airship,” Mast said, his word seeming to bounce up and down as he spoke. “Maximus isn’t coming due to his extreme fear of flying.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mast’s statement made Thaddeus pause for a second he didn’t have. The pig-dog loved flying. 
 
    Blaster fire tore into the walls near him. Thaddeus moved and looked for a way to return fire. He couldn’t expose himself and was unable to reach Tigerlily’s room. Additional holes punched through the wall exactly where his head would’ve been if he had kneeled down for cover as instinct demanded. There was no good place to hide in this apartment. 
 
    He glanced through the holes at the armed strangers and suspected they were preparing to rush the room. The entire building shook with the conflict. Acting on instinct, he charged the wall between him and Tigerlily’s room. At the last second, he dropped his shoulder and flung himself forward, punching a hole the size of one desperate sheriff. 
 
    He stumbled inward, tripped, and nearly fell. Tigerlily stared at him as he brushed himself off with his non-gun hand. When she smiled, it all seemed worth it. 
 
    “What are you doing in Darklanding?” The nonsensical question had made more sense in his head before he asked it. Like his charge through the wall, it was pure instinct and could not be denied. 
 
    “I want to study under a master.” 
 
    Thaddeus stood straighter and made a puzzled face. “You mean Dixie?” 
 
    The cop-like kidnappers swarmed into the room Thaddeus had just left. He grabbed the end of a couch with one hand and stood it up to block the hole. “Never mind that. Tell me about it later. Who are these guys?” 
 
    “I worked for a very powerful man and his family. These are his samurai security force. I told them I would definitely go back, but only when I’m good and ready.” 
 
    “I expected more swords.” Thaddeus pushed a chest of drawers to support the upturned couch. “You’re awfully calm.” 
 
    “You would be too if you’d been trained since birth in the Zen arts.” 
 
    “Sheriff Fry, surrender the girl.” 
 
    “You don’t know her name?” Thaddeus yelled back. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You called her the girl. Sounds to me like you’re not sure who she is. Maybe this is the wrong apartment. And by the way, you will have to pay for this building. I’ll send the insurance adjuster around tomorrow to assess the damages. Until then, expect the bill to be a lot,” the sheriff said, moving to avoid giving away his position by the sound of his voice. 
 
    “You’re stalling.” 
 
    “Damn right. A little help would be nice.” 
 
    “I’m okay, Oshin. You may return to your ship and await my call.” 
 
    A pause. 
 
    “Do not speak, Kaseifu. You have no choice but to come with us. Honor yourself,” Oshin said. 
 
    “Where the hell is Mast?” Thad mumbled. He raised his voice. “Do you have a permit for those weapons? We have strict laws here in Darklanding. Have your men lay down their blasters. Once I inspect them, I’ll issue the appropriate permits.” 
 
    “We do not need your permits. Send Kaseifu out or we will resume fire.” 
 
    “You have to come in to do that, and even then, you risk hitting her. I’m guessing your boss won’t like that.” 
 
    A scream echoed from the hallway. The distinctive sound of a Glakridozian attack dog was drowned out by blaster fire. 
 
    Thad grabbed the girl and covered her with his body as the men in the other rooms and the hallway panic-fired. He heard Maximus running amok, snarling like a demon. The creature wasn’t a house pet. He’d seen that clearly on Centauri Prime. These men were learning his wrath. 
 
    “What is that sound? Oh my God, it’s killing them!” Tigerlily’s voice sounded both horrified and fascinated. 
 
    “Not if they submit to his will. I’m not sure what Maximus will do if they run, but if they acknowledge his primacy, he won’t eat them,” Thad said, not completely sure if this were true. 
 
    More snarling and banging noises from the next room. Blaster fire tore additional holes in the wall. Smoke and flashes of light came through the old ones. 
 
    Maximus squealed as though struck, then roared and raced down the hallway. Thad recognized the sound of the Glakridozian’s peculiarly-hooved feet at a galloping sprint. Men groaned and complained of severe injuries. 
 
    “Your demon has fled in dishonor! We are victorious!” Oshin said, part of his face visible through one of the fist-sized blaster holes. 
 
    Thad aimed a punch through the gap, striking the man squarely on the jaw. “I’m done talking to you.” 
 
    Oshin’s unconscious form thudded to the ground. 
 
    Zane Trustman’s little airship appeared outside the window. 
 
    Mast yelled from the passenger’s window. “He is going to descend. Jump on the roof and he will fly very muchly slowly and lowly!” 
 
    Tigerlily’s eyes widened in fear. Thad grabbed her by the hand and jumped onto the sleek airship. His feet slipped on the state of the art alloy, forcing him to grab a communications nodule with one hand while he held Tigerlily with the other. 
 
    “Hold on, Sheriff,” Zane said. 
 
    “Don’t drop me!” Tigerlily screamed. 
 
    Thad grunted a reply, wishing he could catch a glimpse of Maximus running from the building. The animal was resourceful and tough, and had saved his life again. 
 
    “Good dog, Maximus,” he said, unheard by anyone due to the engine noise and wind. Once he’d hauled the girl into a safer position and checked to be sure he hadn’t damaged his shoulder and arm, he scanned the streets below without seeing Maximus or Oshin’s goons. 
 
    Zane flew carefully, landing in the first empty courtyard he located. 
 
    “What will Oshin do now?” Thad asked. 
 
    “He is required to report to his master. It will go badly for him. His master will send a negotiation team to purchase me back from Dixie,” Tigerlily said. 
 
    “I find it interesting they didn’t start with that option.” Thad climbed down, then reached up to help her to the ground.  
 
    “It is a matter of honor. I win either way. My value has increased tenfold due to the difficulty Oshin and his team experienced in their attempts to reclaim me by force.” 
 
    Thad faced her with his hands on his hips as Mast climbed out of his seat. 
 
    “Dixie has been through a lot. Don’t do this to her. If you’re going to cause this much trouble, then I’ll take you back wherever you’re from myself.” 
 
    She lowered her head. “I’m sorry, Sheriff. There will be no further incidents.” 
 
    “Is this Tigerlily?” Mast asked. 
 
    Thad nodded, still watching her. 
 
    “Miss Dixie will be happy to see her. I must look for that troublesome pig-dog,” Mast said. He leaned close to Thad and whispered, “And keep him away from Zane. I muchly believe the man harbors ill will for Maximus.” 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on him, but Maximus can handle himself.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE  
 
    Shaunte walked into her closet and closed her eyes. She breathed through her nose, enjoying the smell of rich fabric as she imagined herself standing in an exclusive Melborn boutique. Her left hand reached forward until it found a dress she’d never been able to wear on this planet. The fabric was sheer, so thin she thought she could poke her fingers through it if she wanted to. 
 
    Enjoying this game more than she had anticipated, she kept her eyes closed as she explored her wardrobe. Good fashion was a visual sport. The problem was, she’d been staring at the same outfits for months. If things continued the way they were going, she would need to sell some of them. 
 
    But which ones? 
 
    The short red dress, with a long black evening gown? Perhaps the lingerie that was still in the box shipping container. Shoes? How could any self-respecting woman sell her shoes to keep a dirty, lawless mining operation going? 
 
    She opened her eyes and turned on the lights, no longer titillated by the fantasy of shopping in a real store for outfits that were less than two years out of fashion. What she needed were some upper-class families or political VIPs to hold banquets with. Part of her hated that stuff, but it was how she’d grown up, and she missed it. 
 
    “What am I doing here?” After a long silence, she returned to her desk and went back to work. 
 
    The first five memos she read were annoying. She skimmed them and shipped them off to a service that would review them for legal or contractual significance. If they came back flagged as important, she’d take another look. 
 
    The sixth electronic memo was interesting. It was from a SagCon subsidiary specializing in exploration and exotic real estate, talking about a job. She thought she was qualified, at least as qualified as anyone she knew from Melborn. Few of her peers had risked as much as she had out in the real galaxy. 
 
    Friends from school had taken high-paying jobs closer to home. She was relatively certain none of them had ever used a rifle to defend their interests or defied ShadEcon. They never encountered an ancient alien ship or met with Cornelius Vandersun face-to-face. 
 
    Of course, none of them lived in a brothel or dated a sheriff. 
 
    She read the job description several times, then inquired about further details. To her surprise, she received a reply at the end of the day offering her an even better job. 
 
    “Have I been sitting at this desk for twelve hours?” she asked herself. 
 
    The job sounded like a nice change and the benefits package was generous. Still, her situation was complicated. There was a lot of unfinished business on Darklanding, and she needed to maintain the TerroCom contract. Without that, her savings would be gone by now, all her investments cashed in and favors called upon. 
 
    “You’re doing fine, Shaunte,” she told herself. But for how long? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN  
 
    Twelve major larcenies occurred while Thaddeus was rescuing Tigerlily. Three more happened while he slept. He ignored the angry memo Shaunte had sent during a night of exhausted sleep and wondered if his return to Darklanding had been rushed. 
 
    He had a bigger problem, one he hadn’t quite figured out a solution for yet. It involved Maximus and the stranger named Zane. Mast wasn’t going to like Thad’s approach, but Thad didn’t have a choice. This was a human problem, not something an Unglok mind could comprehend. He needed to play a long game to win. 
 
    Zane Trustman had gone all the way to the exotic mines and back looking for something or someone. He nearly killed Maximus during a dubious self-defense incident. Thad had asked around and learned the man had used several names since his arrival on Darklanding. 
 
    He’d also saved Thad’s life and helped rescue Tigerlily. 
 
    Thad met the man at the Mother Lode, but not at the bar. He wanted a casual meeting but also wanted to get some business handled. They sat at the table near the kitchen. 
 
    “I don’t need a deputy,” Thad said. 
 
    “Good morning. Nice weather,” Zane said. 
 
    Undeterred, Thad continued. “What’s your name, your real name?” 
 
    Zane leaned back in his chair and smiled in appreciation of Thad’s words. “You’ve done some checking on me. Commendable. My name actually is Zane Trustman. Where I’m from, names are a bit different. Meant to be descriptive to fit the situation. It’s a cultural nuance I don’t expect you to understand.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” 
 
    “Glakridoz.” 
 
    “You’re from Glakridoz? I wasn’t aware there was a human settlement in that sector.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Not much is known about my home world. But that’s not why you’re talking to me, is it? We’re sitting here because I had offered to be your co-sheriff, and you have more work than you can handle with one deputy. Anyone can see you have a serious crime trend, the type of problem SagCon won’t tolerate for long. In their eyes, theft is worse than murder. I can help you even if you’re unwilling to help me.” 
 
    “What do you mean? This isn’t about me helping you. If you want a job, you get paid to do the job. That’s it. The question is, do I want to hire you,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “How about a trial run? I’ll be your co-sheriff for a year and then you can get rid of me if it doesn’t work out.” 
 
    Thad changed the subject without warning, as one of his interview and interrogation classes had suggested. “Why’d you stab my dog?” 
 
    Zane’s face flushed red, and his anger seemed to stop him from breathing for a moment. “That thing isn’t a dog. It attacked me!” 
 
    “We both know it’s not that simple.” Thad shifted slightly in his seat, clearing space between his hand and his gun just in case this meeting went bad. 
 
    “Do you know what a Glakridozian Heart Stone is? Or what it means to a village when they lose one? I’m not a bad man, Sheriff. I am, however, a long way from home. I’m not made of money. Let me show you what I can do by putting a stop to these thieves. On a trial basis. You need my help.” 
 
    Thaddeus didn’t like Zane and didn’t trust him. He assumed there was a reason Maximus attacked the man. Unfortunately, his only choice was to keep the man away from the pig-dog and get rid of him as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thaddeus watched the man work and instantly realized he was a natural interrogator. Zane Trustman could probably sell sand to people buried in Transport Canyon. He was smooth, quick-witted, and could put the people at ease. He rarely asked a question directly, but always got his answers. Mast stood back with his arms crossed, leaning against the wall and looking more like a human than he ever had. Sulking was a new thing for the Unglok deputy. Maximus was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “No one has to know you talked to us,” Zane said to a woman named Lavender. She was a sturdy woman, attractive and sensual in her own way, but not well-suited to life at the Mother Lode. She went back and forth between working in the mines and turning tricks for Dixie. 
 
    Which meant she spent more time out in Darklanding than the other girls. 
 
    “Darklanding ain’t such a big place. Everyone knows everyone and their business. Pierre started smoking because Janz Morgan convinced him the only way he could pay was cigarettes and the pig-dog got stabbed up by someone. The guy baited the ugly mutt is what I heard,” Lavender said. 
 
    “You heard that, huh?” 
 
    She held his gaze, challenging him to defend his actions. “I heard it. Also heard you’ve been poking around the mines trying to take over the sheriff’s job out there. Is that what you’re doing now? Bulldogging your way into Fry’s territory?” She thrust her chin toward Thad. “Well, Sheriff?” 
 
    “No one can do my job,” Thad said. 
 
    She went right back to Zane. “So why’d you kill Maximus, huh? That ain’t going to make you popular around here.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill it.” 
 
    “Then where is he? Haven’t seen one hair on its hairy backside for days.” 
 
    “Let’s be honest, Lavender. You don’t like Maximus.” Zane folded his hands and waited. 
 
    She looked down, then away. She shifted her weight uncomfortably. “Don’t tell anyone. The thing scares me. Growled at me once. Another time, it put his feet up on my lap once and slurped the soup out of my dinner bowl while I was sitting there holding the spoon too afraid to push it away even if I could have. All the girls laughed at me and teased me for days.” 
 
    Thad remembered the incident. Dixie’s girls had talked about it…talked and laughed. 
 
    “It’ll be our little secret. You’re not the only one. It’s all peer pressure. Everyone feels obligated to like the dog,” Zane said, then leaned close to the young woman. “You and I know better. If you see it, tell me, and I’ll protect you from it.” 
 
    “I’m not scared of it,” she said, clearly lying. 
 
    “Times are tough, Lavender. I’m working for the sheriff on a trial basis. He gave me a budget. Do you know what I’m saying?” 
 
    She crossed her arms and pulled into herself defensively. When she spoke, her voice was low and cautious. “You’re going to pay me for being an informant?” 
 
    “Only if we can corroborate your information.” 
 
    “You’re saying you’ll only pay me if you actually catch the thieves.” 
 
    Zane nodded, holding her gaze and moving even closer to her. He put one hand on her shoulder. “We can do this, Lav. You tell me where they are and how they’re moving the stolen goods, and I keep your name out of it. You make a little money on the side. The next week, if you have good information, we do it again.” 
 
    Thaddeus felt his heart rate increase. The man from Glakridoz was going to do it. Thad had his own informants, but they were only the more outgoing Mother Lode girls who liked him. They brought him gossip before he asked for it, then grabbed his ass. It was some kind of catch and release game with them. 
 
    Mast had informants among the Ungloks, but it was an almost formal arrangement with strict limitations. He was only able to obtain raw information in rare instances, such as the first time they dealt with ShadEcon. 
 
    Zane’s method was something entirely different. He could probably get Lavender to do things for an investigation neither Thad nor Mast would have thought of. 
 
    “Okay, give me some names. I need specifics that include their identities but also what they steal and how they sell it. Once I can trust you, I might be able to pay you even more for certain things,” Zane said. 
 
    She hesitated. “Like what?” 
 
    “Introductions. Show me around. Get me to the point I can do my own firsthand observations. Get me in with these thieves.” 
 
    “You’ve got the wrong idea. I don’t know him like that.” 
 
    “Come on, Lavender. I thought we were making progress. Mast already told me he saw you with them during the last heist. He’s got good eyes, better even than most Ungloks at night,” Zane said. 
 
    Thaddeus put a hand up for Mast to stay where he was before he ruined Zane’s gambit. 
 
    Lavender started to cry. “I’m no thief. But it’s hard to make money in this place. Seems like the harder I work the more I owe the company.” 
 
    “It’s okay. If SagCon wants to pursue criminal charges, we can speak in your defense. Make a case that the good you’ve done now outweighs the bad you did in the past. But you have to promise not to commit any more crimes against the company and to bring me real information we can use.” 
 
    She nodded vigorously and wiped tears from her eyes. “Okay, what’d you want to know?” 
 
    “Thanks, Lavender. Let’s step back a second and relax. Give me something easy.” He laughed, and it sounded false to Thaddeus. “Like words about that ugly pig-dog?” 
 
    Mast took a step forward, fists clenched. Thaddeus intercepted him before Lavender noticed his anger. He whispered to his deputy, “Trust me. He’s not going to find Maximus, and if he does, we’ll be there to protect our friend.” 
 
    Lavender laughed nervously, sensing the tension in the room. “I haven’t seen him.” 
 
    “I was joking. As far as you and I are concerned, that filthy thing can stay wherever it is, right?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “So tell me about Oman Davies. I’m hearing things on the street. About exotics in a certain secret warehouse,” Zane said. “Can you confirm? Remember, good information means good pay.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Thaddeus, Mast, and Zane worked through the night and most of the next day to round up Oman Davies and his crew. Then, when Thad thought they were done, Zane pulled Oman into a side room and put them through a similar informant development process. He played to the man’s pride and manipulated him with masterful skill. 
 
    “Looks like our next target is actually two targets. Sarah Xax is siphoning exotic waste materials, normally not that valuable unless you know what to do with them, straight from the mines. Hugh Smither is stealing one crate of whiskey for every ten that are supposed to be delivered to the Mother Lode. Just tell me which one you want and we can do it tonight,” Zane said. 
 
    “Xax will be the priority for SagCon, but I think Smither will be quicker. Will snatch him early, then put together a longer operation for Xax. I’ll probably need to work with P. C. Dickles on this one.  Maybe we can set up a sting,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “Good idea. I’ll make a cop out of you yet.” 
 
    “Is that what you were on Glakridoz? A cop?” 
 
    “Humans only have one job on Glakridoz, and that is survival. I got my education in other places, during my first years away from home when I thought I’d never go back to that planet.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “It’s been a long night. Let’s all get some rest, and meet up about eighteen-hundred hours to plan the next go-around,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Zane said. 
 
    “Muchly good. Work is bigly tiresome is what I’m thinking,” Mast said. 
 
    They were halfway back to the Mother Lode when the trouble started. A human woman came running down the street in a near panic. It was immediately obvious that she wasn’t a drunk or running from an abusive life partner. She had a look of desperation like Thad had never seen. 
 
    “Sheriff Fry! I can’t find my little girl. We’ve looked everywhere!” the woman said. 
 
    She was in her nightclothes with her work boots on. Several men and women followed her with wrenches and box cutters in their hands. They went door to door asking if anyone had seen the girl. Thaddeus wasn’t sure if they wanted to find the girl or justice for whoever took her. 
 
    “Calm down, ma’am. Will find your girl. Mast, round up those people tell them to stop what they’re doing. They can search, but they can’t terrorize the neighborhood,” Thad ordered. 
 
    By the time he turned back to the young mother, Zane was speaking to her with an abundance of compassion and earnestness. 
 
    “I know you searched your house, but little kids hide. It’s a good place to start. We can go back to your home, search it if you tell me about her and where she might go, and then work our way outward from there,” Zane said, holding her hands. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, looking anxiously at her friends and family arguing with Mast. “Why would she hide at home?” 
 
    “You told me she was about six years old, right?” 
 
    Thad hadn’t heard that part but assumed they had covered that while he was dealing with Mast and the crowd. He moved closer and waited. Of all the things he thought he would deal with in Darklanding, a missing child was not one. 
 
    “Sometimes kids run off, and if your little girl comes home, she would be scared if no one is there,” Zane Trustman said. 
 
    “That makes sense, I guess. I feel better if Sheriff Fry and his deputy keep looking, though,” the woman said. 
 
    Thad nodded his assent. “We’ll continue to search using a grid pattern. Mast and I will get these people organized and do it right.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sheriff Fry,” the woman said, taking his hand and crying on him. “Please find my little Chihi. She’s all I have.” 
 
    Zane, the woman, and some of her family members went back to their cheap dormitory near the loading docks. Thad gathered the others and addressed them like they were green troops needing clear and direct leadership. 
 
    “Listen up, people. We can find Chihi by working together. My deputy will count you into pairs and give you specific parts of the street grid to check. Report in after you’re done and get a new assignment. We work together, we’ll find her,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    The group broke up and began to search. It wasn’t long before he received a call from Zane. 
 
    “Give me some good news,” Thaddeus said. He had a sinking feeling in his gut worse than going into combat or investigating a murder scene. Losing one of his soldiers in battle was always a crushing blow to his soul. The thought of what could happen to a little girl at the hands of some psychopath was tearing at his gut, causing him real physical pain from his hands to his chest. 
 
    “We located her at the neighbor’s house. She was sleeping downstairs with her friend. The adults didn’t know she was there. Apparently, they do this a lot, but the parents are away at the mines working overtime when they can,” Zane said. 
 
    Thad couldn’t believe their good luck. His discomfort refused to abate. It felt like his blood was full of acid. “Are you sure? How did the neighbors not know everyone is out looking for the girl?” 
 
    “They were part of the early search party. Never thought to look in their own basement. They’ve been out checking what passes for playgrounds in this neighborhood,” Zane said. “Either way, we have her back. I’m watching a very tearful mother-daughter reunion as we speak.” 
 
    Thad forced himself through a combat breathing exercise that lowered his heart rate and blood pressure. Good air in, hold, relax into the moment and see your surroundings, then let it out. 
 
    “You’d be surprised how often this happens. Lost kid calls like this are common in most industrialized societies. It’s the times we don’t find them that break your heart,” Zane said. 
 
    “You’ve had that happen to you, when you were “sort of a cop” after leaving Glakridoz?” Thad asked. 
 
    “I’ve been through that and worse things. I’ll get back with you later. I need to talk to the parents for a minute.” 
 
    “Okay. Good. Tell them I’m glad they found little Chihi.” He called in all the searchers, explained Chihi had been found, and headed to the Mother Lode with Mast. 
 
    “I muchly don’t understand humans or human children,” Mast said. 
 
    “I thought I did. Maybe I don’t. All these years and all these wars, and I can still get the crap scared out of me,” Thad said. 
 
    “You were worried for this child you’ve never met?” 
 
    “Damn right I was!” 
 
    “I was also concerned. It is good Zane…Trustman found this child. Many people will be happy is what I am thinking.” 
 
    An hour later, when Zane walked into the Mother Lode, the patrons cheered. Pierre gave the man a full bottle of whiskey at a steep discount and Dixie allowed two of her girls to give him freebies—on their own time of course. 
 
    “I was thinking very muchly correctly. Zane’s good deed has caused many people who never met this girl child to be happy.” 
 
    Thad sipped his whiskey, glad the miserable sensation of searching for a lost child was gone from his veins. 
 
    Tigerlily swept down the stairs, brushed aside the girls gathered around Zane, and bowed demurely. “Buy me a drink?” 
 
    “I’d be honored, Miss Tigerlily,” Zane said.  
 
    The other girls backed away. 
 
    Dixie stepped close to Thad. “She’s got a crush on him after five seconds. I shouldn’t allow it, shouldn’t let her approach a man because she actually likes him. But I’m getting soft, I guess.” 
 
    Thad shrugged. 
 
    “I still do not trust him,” Mast said. “He stabbed Maximus and said he would grind up his hooves and smoke them.” 
 
    “Honey, I don’t trust anyone. Except the sheriff,” Dixie said, brushing the sheriff with her ample bosom as she made her exit. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN  
 
    P. C. Dickles stepped down from the transport and headed straight for the bullet train railhead where crews were already unloading the exotics—or dust of exotic B47 to be exact. For some reason, this was the easiest of the exotic ores to obtain from panning and siphoning. He wasn’t here to check on the delivery, but he did anyway. His purpose was to resupply and tell Thaddeus about the man who’d come to the mines wanting to take over security. 
 
    He hadn’t slept well since the confrontation. What was the Heart Stone of Glakridoz? What was a Heart Stone? Who the hell was Zane Trustman? 
 
    A dirty child approached him with a desperate look in her eyes. “Please, sir, can you spare a credit voucher for food? My baby brother is starvin’ and my parents’ve been workin’ in Transport Canyon for a month without sending nothin’ back.” 
 
    She was about ten and dressed to look even younger. The grime on her hands and face were real enough, however. As for her baby brother, he looked solid enough to get a real job and was lurking a few meters away with his hands over a trash can fire to stay warm. 
 
    “Does he hit you?” 
 
    She looked into P. C.’s eyes. “No, sir.” 
 
    Dickles believed her. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen beggars in Darklanding, but it’d been a while. He took a sandwich from his travel pack and gave to her, then during a weak moment, gave her two credit chips. “I know the sheriff personally. If you’re running a scam, or if your baby brother hurts you, there’ll be consequences.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. Thank you very much. This sandwich smells so good.” 
 
    Dickles watched her go to her brother, saw the young man’s frustration, then a gentle argument as the girl explained to him that Dickles had already seen through their ruse, but they had food to eat. He watched the scene and felt an enormous burden. Darklanding needed exotics and the jobs that came with them. He had to figure out a way to mine underwater to eliminate scenes like this one.  
 
     There were other examples of poverty and desperation on his walk to the bullet train. With every step, his resolve to save Darklanding increased. Something changed inside of him. He’d always seen the sheriff as an unstoppable embodiment of SagCon’s will. But the man couldn’t save this place. All he could do was protect the people from themselves. If his crew and the rest of the workers who’d come from across the galaxy to start a new life were to have a chance, it was up to Foreman Dickles to make one for them. 
 
    The scene at the railway station wasn’t encouraging. It only took half a crew to unload the cargo. He watched, then went to the Mother Lode to speak with the Company Man. 
 
    On the way, he saw Zane Trustman wearing a badge. I guess I don’t have to tell the sheriff about this guy. The sight of the pushy security expert—so-called—caused a knot of anxiety to grow in his stomach. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Maximus crept between buildings, keeping to the shadows. He smelled food—meat food and bread food and some sort of oily spread all mashed together. A human girl child held it with both hands until she reached an older but still young human male. They chattered senselessly in their strange profanity-based language. He wondered if they would smell each other, but they didn’t. Humans never did. Not where anyone could see them. They acted as though noses and butts should never come near each other. Maybe if they got past this hang-up, they would be better at begging for food. 
 
    He didn’t understand it. He didn’t understand humans, or Ungloks for that matter. What he knew was that Sheriff Thaddeus Fry was his human and Deputy Mast Jotham was his Unglok. He didn’t like being away from them, but they were with the VoidHunter. 
 
    There were no betrayal smells on the sheriff or the deputy. Maximus never smelled such foul odors from them. But he didn’t understand why they could not sense the wrongness in Zane VoidHunter. He looked human, and maybe he was. Maximus couldn’t figure out exactly what that meant other than they walked on two legs and made lots of sounds with their mouths. He did know, because he could smell it and taste it and feel it and see it, was that the VoidHunter was not a good human. He was from Glakridoz but not from Glakridoz. 
 
    None of his senseless mouth noises impressed Maximus. 
 
    He watched the little girl and her big brother eat near the dead end of an alleyway. He thought they were smart not to let other people see what they had. Someone bigger and meaner might come and take it from them. Maximus decided he would wait until they were done and make sure that didn’t happen. Protect them, smell them, maybe beg for their scraps if they had any. Which they probably wouldn’t. These were not scrap-throwing-away humans. 
 
    The children were almost finished eating when they realized he was in the shadows. The girl squealed. The man-boy jumped to his feet and placed himself between Maximus and the girl. 
 
    “Mwa, mwa, blah, blah! Blah-blaaaah! Mwa, mra… Get out of here! Blah, blah, blah filthy monster!” the man-boy shouted. 
 
    “Snort.” Maximus backed away, turned and went into the street. He sighed expansively as human pig herders moved the dumb animals from the transport cars to the slaughterhouse. Now that was a place that smelled horrible. He never went there. Or anywhere near there. 
 
    He glared at the dumb animals. I’m not a pig-dog. Why do they always call me a pig-dog? Starting to feel a bit insulted. 
 
    A bunch of pigs snorted and squealed at him. 
 
    “Snort yourself.” Idiots. He decided to go to the Mother Lode and spy on his people. If the VoidHunter tried to hurt them, Maximus would be there. It was death for him to confront the VoidHunter. No creature of Glakridoz had ever survived an encounter with one of the vile things. Was he afraid? No. Because the stinking, filthy hunter was too slow and stupid to get close to Maximus. But he should be afraid, so he would be careful. He wasn’t a stupid animal, or filthy, like everyone continued to label him. 
 
    His stab wounds, mostly healed now, started to itch. Maximus howled in frustration and went for a run, galloping through the streets of Darklanding. Locals barely commented on his passing. From time to time, he cut loose and ran around baying at the moon. Strangers to Darklanding jumped back in alarm and called the sheriff through the automated emergency incident hotline. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    P. C. Dickles heard the pig-dog howl forlornly and shook his head. The animal was strange, always had been and always would be. He'd seen the animal’s teeth once and knew better than to go near it. If there was one thing he knew about wild animals, it was that they were unpredictable and dangerous. He prudently stepped into the doorway of a closed shop and waited to be sure the creature wasn't coming his way. 
 
    A group of well-equipped soldiers stopped when they heard the sound, immediately forming a defensive perimeter and drawing their weapons. P. C. saw the sheriff's ex-wife leading them. The brute they called Sledge, on account his last name was Hammer, was also with them. The foreman thought it was a too obvious nickname, but it fit. The man was massive and came down hard on anybody who messed with him. Dickles had seen more than one bar fight at the Mother Lode where Sledge started throwing people around.  
 
    Like Penelope Fry-Grigman, he came and went randomly. 
 
    “You call yourselves TerroCom soldiers? It's just Maximus blowing off steam. Stay clear of the animal and you'll be fine,” Penelope said. 
 
    "Does it eat humans?" a young corporal asked. 
 
    “Only disobedient grunts who don't keep themselves squared away," the squad leader said. “I fought right beside the thing on Centauri Prime. He’s one of us.” 
 
    P. C. Dickles had little use for soldiers. He mostly encountered them in places like the Mother Lode, and usually when they were drunk enough to start fights. Some of his better workers had been hospitalized in these brawls. 
 
    Maximus moved farther and farther away, still howling and barking for God only knew why. Space freighters descended from the upper atmosphere and made their way to landing strips at the spaceport. Trains and trucks moved goods to warehouses. There were people out walking, but not many. 
 
    He didn't care about Penelope or her soldiers, although he did wonder where General Quincy was. Rumor had it they were quite an item. Of course, Dickles didn't have much use for rumors either. 
 
    There was an awful lot of law enforcement and security in Darklanding lately. Too much for his taste. If Sheriff Fry was deputizing people like Zane Trustman and TerroCom soldiers were patrolling the streets, things had gotten worse than he remembered. Music blared from the Mother Lode as he approached it. Men and women were getting as smashed as they could on the cheapest liquor they could find. From the look of them, Dickles guessed they were concocting their own mind-altering substances at home. He'd counted nearly a dozen people passed out on the sidewalk since he left the transport hub. 
 
    They probably had no place to go and were probably as broke as a person could get. He thought again of Quark Guthrie wanting to quit and Burke complaining. Darklanding needed exotics. No one had been rich before, but this kind of crisis was going to end badly. He’d been on planets where they had labor riots and civil disorder. There was no way Sheriff Fry could handle something like that, even with his ex-wife and a squad of soldiers. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Zane VoidHunter turned the corner and almost got caught. The redheaded woman recently retired from SagCon and her brute of a sidekick had almost collared him twice before. They hadn’t known who he was or what he was looking for, but they’d been right that he was breaking about fifty shipping and receiving laws. SagCon hated smugglers just like they hated all manner of thieves and embezzlers. 
 
    Zane had the sheriff and the deputy fooled. The missing child incident had been a stroke of good fortune. He’d been lucky to stash the kid and return her to her parents. Sometimes being a bad guy was fun. And that was what he was. He could trick everyone else, make them believe anything he wanted them to believe, but he knew what was what. Once a person dedicated their entire lives to vengeance, that person became a villain. 
 
    No one was more dedicated than he was. Maybe he had a good reason to hate the Glakridozians. Maybe anyone who had lost their family on such a terrible planet would feel the same way. He didn't care. He’d been alone for a long time and was going to murder every last one of the vile pig-dog creatures who called the planet their home. Had they actually killed his family? Probably not. If he was being honest, definitely not. But they knew how to survive and hunt and bring in food during the harshest winters in that horrible place. They could've brought his people food. They could've led them in from the cold and watched over the humans as they slept on a world hostile to sentient life. 
 
    The shadows concealed him. He watched the sheriff's ex-wife and the soldiers pass by. Maybe they were here to put a stop to all the thieving and disorder during the failing economy. Maybe not. His bet was they were looking for him. They finally figured out the importance of the Heart Stone and what he could do to an ecosystem by smashing it. 
 
    Thinking of the foul pig-dog stoked his anger and he found it difficult not to curse and thus reveal his position to the soldiers. When they were out of sight, he calmed himself and began sending coded messages. With luck, these soldiers would soon be on a wild goose chase into Transport Canyon. That was how a man like Zane VoidHunter stayed one step ahead of the law. The most lucrative bounties came from criminal organizations and made him a wanted man. He was the best hunter there was, for humans or for Glakridozians. 
 
    Once he snuffed the life out of this one, he could return to the planet and finish off the rest of their vile kind. 
 
    He stepped onto the street and strolled toward the Mother Lode. It was time to tell more lies to the sheriff and his idiotic Unglok deputy. "I'm tired of this dirty nowhere planet.” 
 
    "There he is! Get him!” Penelope shouted, then raced ahead of her soldiers to catch Zane. 
 
    He cursed her trap and how he had fallen into it. Darting into a building, he disturbed a family eating a dinner of broth and crackers. He shoved through the small room, tipping over the table and sending their meager fare splattering on the floor. 
 
    Penelope and the soldiers came after him, apologizing but not stopping. There was no sign of Sledge, which meant the bruiser was likely circling around to cut them off. Zane was disappointed. They’d tried this tactic before and it had almost worked, which meant it couldn't possibly work this time. 
 
    Zane saw the back door. To the left, there was a window. He opened the door and then retreated, running out of time as the soldiers pursued him. With the agility of a cat, he dove through the window and came out on a fire escape facing the ninety degrees away from the back door. He froze. Soldiers rushed out the back door and instantly realized they'd been duped as Sledge pointed to Zane on the fire escape just around the corner from where they stood. 
 
    That was all the time he needed. He clambered down the fire escape and sprinted into the darkness. Penelope and her soldiers came after him. Whoever trained them had not skimped on their conditioning. They were gaining on him, which was a part of his hastily-formed plan. 
 
    Ideally, he would never lead anyone to his hideout. Hard times made for hard decisions. This was his place of sanctuary in Darklanding but also a weapon. He ran into the dark building, slamming the door behind him. Sledge, despite his size, was in the lead now. He kicked open the door. Seconds later, soldiers were flowing into the hunter’s stronghold. 
 
    "Use your lights!" Penelope shouted. 
 
    "I am. They’re not working. It's like trying to see through mud," one of the soldiers said. 
 
    "He's using some sort of sensory deprivation field. We should back out and surround the place," Sledge said. 
 
    Penelope answered in a calm but tense voice. "Agreed, but I'm not sure where the door is.” 
 
    Zane pulled his ship goggles from under the collar of his coat and stretched them over his eyes. They sucked tight against his skin when he dropped them theatrically against his face, increasing his vision by three or four percent. Not much, but significantly more than the soldiers with their flashlights and night vision googles. Zane’s gear was synchronized with the ship, slaved to the illumination and de-illumination systems. 
 
    He straightened his bowler hat, then brushed nonexistent dust from the front of his long coat. His mind was conditioned for the sensory deprivation that would drive his victims insane. 
 
    His complete mastery of the ship layout allowed him to turn a corner, hurry up a flight of stairs, and cut through the room to the balcony he used to observe the main area when he had doomed guests. He savored the moment.  
 
    In his Doppelganger-class ship, even sounds were muted. Once he had counted the voices and was sure they were all stumbling around inside of his dark fortress, he went outside and locked them in. 
 
    The constant drone of space freighters landing at the port and drunks shouting about something a street over seemed to cheer his exploits. Heading for the Mother Lode, he daydreamed of removing the Heart Stone from the pig-dog’s corpse. Then he’d take the blood gem to Glakridoz and break it wide open. 
 
    “Vengeance is mine,” he said. “What, you say don’t count your Heart Stones before they’re hatched? Stop talking to yourself?” He laughed. “I’m not crazy. Or arrogant. Or about to murder anyone and everyone standing in my way.” 
 
    Before he knew it, the Mother Lode loomed before him like the end of a grand quest. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN  
 
    “Get ready,” Thaddeus said. “He’s here.” 
 
    P. C. Dickles moved away from the door, clearly nervous about the impending confrontation. 
 
    Mast stood tall, his blaster held at his side, his body turned to conceal the weapon from whoever came through the front door. Thaddeus hadn't needed to tell him what to do this time. His deputy was learning tactics and subterfuge. 
 
    The room was nearly empty. He’d run off the few power drunks who’d been nursing their daily medicine. Bystanders would be casualties if this went badly. Zane Trustman was an enigma to Thad, a competent law enforcement officer who’d helped catch thieves and find lost children. But he also stabbed Maximus and lied every chance he got. 
 
    Zane entered confidently but was soon standing nervously just inside the door. Removing his bowler hat almost as an afterthought, he swiped it to one side in a move that reminded Thaddeus of a magician's distraction. "Good evening, gentlemen. I feel like you three were waiting for me.” 
 
    Mast and Dickles kept silent, just as Thaddeus had instructed them. Zane took a step further into the saloon and did a quick sweep of the area with his eyes. He talked like a traveling salesman and thought like a professional lawman, but right now, he was standing like a gunfighter ready to unleash hell. 
 
    "I've done some checking on your resume," Thad said. 
 
    "And?" 
 
    Thad shrugged. "Everything is perfectly in order.” 
 
    Zane smiled and relaxed slightly. 
 
    "Like someone typed it yesterday," the sheriff replied. 
 
    “Well, the fact remains, my credentials are in order. You're lucky to have me here on this dirty mining planet,” Zane said. 
 
    "I understand you've met P. C. Dickles, the acting field superintendent of the SagCon mining operation.” 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "As you basically try to steal my job.” 
 
    Zane smiled and spread his hands with exaggerated innocence. "Where I come from, they call that initiative. You always want to hire somebody who wants to replace you, right?” 
 
    He took a seat, leaning back in the chair, then dropping the legs, then leaning back again. In his nervousness, he moved the bowler hat around as he talked. “I’m almost sorry I ever came to Darklanding. No wonder you can’t get good help.” 
 
    Thaddeus said nothing. The moment stretched out, and he gave P. C. Dickles the nod. 
 
    “Jane Rocker is one of my foremen. Good worker, puts in a lot of hours. Very dedicated to her family,” Dickles said, eyeing Zane. 
 
    “I don’t see how that pertains to me,” Zane said. 
 
    “She nearly lost her little girl the other day.” 
 
    “Oh, well, you can tell her she’s welcome. I think I remember her name now that you mention it.” 
 
    Thad stepped back in. This was where the conversation could turn into a gunfight. Confrontations were always dangerous. “Her daughter had an interesting story after you brought her home.” 
 
    Zane waited, apparently unconcerned with what Thad was about to say. He seemed bored, slightly annoyed, as he glanced around the empty room. 
 
    “She’d gone to her friend’s house next door, but only after a strange man grabbed her off the street and explained her mommy and daddy would leave her forever if she didn’t give them some time alone together,” Thad said, reciting the details of what Dickles had told him. “The man told her to hide and not be found until he came for her. He told her bad things would happen to her mommy and daddy if she ever said what really happened.” 
 
    “You’re right. That is a strange story. Surely she’d recognize whoever told her such a horrible lie. I brought her home and she seemed to like me well enough.” 
 
    “The man was wearing a hooded coat. She said it was too dark, unnaturally dark. Kind of like the place my deputy saw you enter a few days ago,” Thad said. The last detail bothered Zane, causing him to shift in his chair and look toward the door. 
 
    “What is this? Are you unhappy with my performance? We’ve made a lot of arrests and found that missing girl, no matter what kind of childish fantasy she tells her parents. Kids make excuses when they get in trouble. They try to shift blame.” 
 
    “I want answers, Zane.” 
 
    The man threw up his hands in frustration. “I don’t understand this hostility. I came here to help. My language skills alone could earn me a better salary someplace else. I don’t have to take this abuse.” 
 
    Thad abruptly changed tack. “Penelope and a group of soldiers were supposed to arrive in Darklanding last night. She sent me a message that she was deploying to Darklanding and needed to talk to my new deputy.” 
 
    “You never actually deputized me,” Zane said. 
 
    “Focus,” Thad said. “And stop lying and dissembling.” 
 
    “That’s enough. I don’t need this.” 
 
    Mast aimed his blaster at the man. “You will be muchly sitting down is what I am thinking.” 
 
    “Penelope never showed up,” Thad said. 
 
    “Maybe their ship was delayed. She’s probably orbiting the planet in a transport vessel wishing she could land even if it is on this miserable planet,” Zane said.  
 
    “I saw them last night,” Dickles said. “I think they were chasing you.” 
 
    “Where are they? What’d you do with my ex-wife?” Thad demanded. 
 
    Zane swallowed hard. “Your…ex-wife?” He sat up straighter, one hand on the armrest of his chair in preparation to stand and run. “She should be all right if she’s with a squad of TerroCom soldiers.” 
 
    “How would you know they were TerroCom?” 
 
    Zane shrugged away Thad’s accusatory tone. “That’s the only kind on Darklanding.” 
 
    “Only a few people have that knowledge. You had to have seen them to call them TerroCom,” Thad said. “Where are they? Where is my ex-wife? Why do you want to kill Maximus?” 
 
    Zane stood. “We could have worked together. But have it your way. My name is Zane Rexourn VoidHunter and I’m here to claim the Heart Stone from the bowels of your filthy pet. Nothing you do can stop me. I have your ex-wife and the soldiers. If you want to see them alive, you’d better tell your deputy to put away that blaster.” 
 
    Mast lowered the weapon but kept it ready. 
 
    “We know where your hideout is located. My deputy spotted you going into it shortly after you arrived in Darklanding.” 
 
    Zane shook his head. “Anyone who opens my fortress, from outside or inside, is in for a fatal surprise. Give me the Heart Stone or start making arrangements for a large military funeral.” 
 
    Thad weighed his options, wishing he had more information. Breaking down the man’s lies was the first step. He’d thought it’d be the hard part. Now he was stuck with a hostage situation and less than half the information he needed to bargain with a lying psychopath. 
 
    “Tell me about the Heart Stone. I can’t give it to you unless I find it, and I can’t find it unless I know what it is,” Thad said. 
 
    “Ignorant grunt. This is why I hate you military types.” He started to pace. “The Heart Stone is a rare element only found on Glakridoz. Your military research and development people want to study it and weaponize it, which won’t be hard. It’s highly poisonous, especially to anyone from Glakridoz, which is why I want it. I’ve got a vendetta with some animals who killed my family.” 
 
    “Not helpful,” Thad said. “If it’s here, I would’ve known when people started dying.” 
 
    “I know where it is. Your pig-dog ate it. That’s why he farts so much,” Zane said. 
 
    Thad drew his blaster and aimed it at Zane Rexourn VoidHunter. “I’m not in the mood for bathroom humor.” 
 
    Zane shrugged. “The thing you call Maximus ate it and left Glakridoz. How else would he carry a gem the size of your fist? Don’t answer that. My point is, he has it here on the planet. Since people would start dying around it, that means he hasn’t passed it yet.” 
 
    “I am muchly thinking this Heart Stone would be killing Maximus if he ate it,” Mast said, his blaster also aimed at the hunter from Glakridoz. 
 
    Zane shook his head. “It’s encapsulated in a protein sack they grow to carry things in their stomach. It’ll kill him eventually. Until then, the only problem your pet has is the size of the stone. It’s big enough to mess with his digestion.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Thad said. “And complete bullshit. Release my wife, Sledge, and the soldiers. Then we can talk about the Heart Stone all you want.” 
 
    “Sledge will be the first to die. He’ll attempt to force the doors. Exploding razor wires and laser wedges will slice him into sections. Your ex-wife will be next because she’ll go to help him. The TerrorCom soldiers are all brave and battle-tested. They’ll try to break out and get slaughtered by the countermeasures of my fortress ship,” Zane said. 
 
    Thad holstered his weapon, confident he could draw fast enough to kill Zane if needed. “So let’s talk.” 
 
    “You give me the Heart Stone and I’ll deactivate the traps keeping your people inside my dark house.” 
 
    “We can do that,” Thad said, thinking of ways to warn the people of Glakridoz before Zane “the nut job” VoidHunter-Trustman reached their planet to wipe them out. 
 
    Zane smiled wickedly. “You’re so easy. I have to tell you the rest. It would be a low-class trick far below my station to hold back certain details.” 
 
    Sarcasm dripped from Thad’s words. “Wait, you lied to us? I can’t believe it.” 
 
    Zane laughed, his eyes taking on a sick twinkle that reminded Thad of a serial killer. “When you take the Heart Stone from Maximus, it will kill him.” 
 
    “I’m not going to take it. I’ll ask and he’ll give it,” Thad said with a sinking feeling in his gut warning him this was a bad idea. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. His body has learned to fight off the toxins penetrating the stomach sack. He’ll die within minutes as his metabolism overcompensates,” Zane said. “Make your choice, Fry—a woman you probably still love, a good friend, and a squad of your TerroCom soldiers or one disgusting beast that let my people die of starvation on Glakridoz.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN  
 
    Mast’s voice rasped when he spoke. His words rumbled low and harsh to his Unglok ears and he doubted Thad or the other humans could hear him. I must be speaking muchly louder, with conviction, with bigly confidence. Yes, that is what Mast Jotham must do. 
 
    Zane turned, sensing Unglok words before the other humans in the room heard them. “Are you talking to me, Glok?” 
 
    Mast stepped forward, wishing Maximus was at his side. He swaggered like a good deputy sheriff, stopped with his body slightly canted, and stared angrily downward. “Zane VoidHunter, I know where your dark place is and will rescue my friends very muchly. You may go jump in a lake. You may go frak yourself. You may piss away.” 
 
    “Off,” Thad said. “Piss off.” 
 
    “Yes, that is what I said I am thinking.” 
 
    “Be my guest. The entire building will explode the moment you enter,” Zane said. “Not that you’ll get inside before the blast shoots you all the way to Transport Canyon. One touch…boom!” 
 
    “You have booby trapped it? That is what a muchly bad person like you would do,” Mast said, not believing the man from Glakridoz. “Your building would also explode if a random person knocked on your door or children played too near it. There are many disobedient youths running the streets of Darklanding at night. They painted on the walls of your dark fortress. Did you not see the graffiti?” 
 
    “He’s not bluffing,” Thad said. 
 
    Dickles moved close to Mast, turning his back to Zane, whispering in a mixture of bad Unglok and miner speak. “I’m good with explosives. Let’s get your friends. Show this guy what’s what.” 
 
    “Muchly what’s what,” Mast said, backing out of the conversation as Sheriff Fry argued with the not-trustworthy man. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “I don’t negotiate with terrorists or hostage takers,” Thad said. “I’m an officer in the Ground Forces and a recent lieutenant colonel with TerroCom. My career was spent dealing with people like you. Your story is bullshit. My dog stole a priceless poison gem from an alien planet? Really?” 
 
    “Why is your deputy leaving?” 
 
    Thad squared up with Zane. “It’s just you and me. Don’t chicken out now, son.” 
 
    “You’re stalling.” 
 
    Thad needed to give Mast and Dickles time. He hoped they knew what they were doing. “You expect me to believe Maximus has a planet-killing artifact in his gut?” 
 
    “Glakridozians are pack animals, very loyal. Your pet ate the stone before it could destroy his pack. He fell on a grenade, so to speak.” 
 
    “But there was no one to save your people, because you’re a coward.” 
 
    “I couldn’t save them!” Zane screamed, face livid with sudden rage. “We’re not native to the planet! We didn’t know! The filthy pig-dogs watched us die!” 
 
    Thad held up one hand to calm the man and put the other on his blaster. “Settle down. You can’t change it now.” 
 
    “No.” Zane’s voice dropped to a whisper. He stared at Thad like an eternal enemy. “It’s too late to save them, but not too late to make things right. I’ve traveled the galaxy in search of the knowledge I need. I know how to expose the hounds of Glakridoz to the Heart Stone. If my people can’t live there, nothing can live there.” 
 
    “That’s a crazy villain monologue if I ever heard one. You should get help, therapy, maybe a long walk on the beach and a visit to a spa or something,” Thad said, waggling his blaster at the man. “Keep your hands where I can see them.” 
 
    “You can’t arrest me.” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “On what charges?” 
 
    “Kidnapping.” 
 
    “Talk to General Quincy. I sent him proof the animal has a powerful bio-weapon encapsulated in his gut,” Zane said, an angry vein still pulsing in his forehead despite his apparent calm. “TerroCom won’t pass up a weapon like that.” 
 
    Thad couldn’t help himself, he laughed out loud. “There’s is no way I’m telling my boss that my dog has a bio-bomb in his gut. Turn around. I’m going to cuff you. Resist…and we’ll see what happens.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN  
 
    Thad flipped the plastic zip ties at Zane’s face and lunged low, diving for the hunter’s legs to take him down. He knew the nut job would fight. Might as well seize the initiative. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around his opponent’s knees, locking Zane’s legs together as he drove his right shoulder into the man’s right thigh. They hit the imitation wood floor hard, bouncing several inches into the air before Thad scrambled for a dominant position. 
 
    “You fight dirty!” Zane grunted. 
 
    “I like to win.” 
 
    Zane pulled a knife from his boot and stabbed Thad repeatedly. 
 
    Thad twisted free of the first two punctures, but the third bit into his rib cage. An inch right or left and it would have pierced his lung. He slammed his elbow against Zane’s wrist, again and again until the knife clattered away. 
 
    They continued to wrestle across the floor of the Mother Lode. The sounds of grunts, elbow and knee strikes, and labored breathing sounded louder than normal in the empty saloon. Thad wished Pierre would burst in with his shotgun before Shaunte heard the commotion and came running down the stairs to get hurt. 
 
    But Pierre hadn’t been the same since Dregg killed his young bartender. And Shaunte was probably voice-dictating a report with her headphones on. 
 
    Zane pulled a smaller knife from under his belt buckle. 
 
    Thad head-butted him and scrambled to his feet to create distance. “That’s why I was going to cuff you. How many of those blades do you have?” 
 
    Zane rolled onto his feet and started to answer. 
 
    Thad kicked him in the gut, launching him backward. “That was a rhetorical question, dumbass.” 
 
    “Where is your honor?” 
 
    Thad grabbed him, zip-tied his hands behind his back, then sat him in a chair facing the wall. “Sit there and shut up until you’ve thought about what you’ve done.” 
 
    “Are you putting me in a timeout?” 
 
    Thad moved across the room and called General Quincy on a secure channel. He watched his captive. 
 
    “Thad? You sound out of breath. Did you assault a planet without inviting me?” the general said over the secure data link. 
 
     “No, sir. Penelope and the squad of soldiers you assigned to her are in trouble.” 
 
    “For the record, I can’t talk about that. Whatever you saw or heard has a reasonable and innocent explanation,” Quincy said. 
 
    “Nothing about Pen is innocent.” 
 
    Quincy chuckled. “You got that right.” 
 
    “She’s my ex, remember?” 
 
    “You brought it up. Give me the lowdown, Thad. You sound like you’ve been in a fight and I’m starting to get worried.” 
 
    Thad explained the situation using Ground Forces shorthand in case Zane was able to hear from the other side of the room. 
 
    “Give him the pig-dog. Get Penelope back,” Quincy said, sounding older and less jovial. “We can track him down and recover the Heart Stone when he tries to leave Darklanding.” 
 
    Staring at the VoidHunter, Thad weighed the general’s words. 
 
    “I’m sorry about Maximus. If it makes you feel better, I really am sorry. I like that bloodthirsty mutt,” General Quincy said. 
 
    “I don’t trust this guy. He won’t honor his agreement. He’ll kill Maximus and Pen,” Thad said. 
 
    Silence filled the secure link. 
 
    “Get her back, Thaddeus. I don’t care about the Heart Stone. It’s just another resource we want to weaponize. I’ve got lots of weapons. There’s only one Penelope Fry-Grigman,” General Quincy said. 
 
    “I’m not letting him have Maximus.” 
 
    “Just get her back! Or I’ll come there myself with a damn army!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN  
 
    “You have been muchly watching us is what I am thinking,” Mast said as he squatted to scratch behind Maximus’s ears. 
 
    “Snort.” 
 
    P. C. Dickles stood back, clearly uncomfortable with the reunion. 
 
    Maximus wove between Mast’s legs like a cat—a maneuver that would have tripped a human with shorter legs—then flopped onto his belly for a rub. Now that Mast suspected something was there, he could see a protrusion. The Heart Stone was oblong and the size of a human fist. 
 
    “Do you remember the way to the building full of strange darkness?” 
 
    Maximus twisted to his feet in a cloud of dust and crude noises, then rolled his eyes. 
 
    “We must quickly run and save the day.” 
 
    “Snort, snort, snort.” 
 
    Mast chased the animal from Glakridoz, amazed at the chubby creature’s speed. P. C. Dickles fell behind and was nearly lost in the neighborhood. 
 
    “I’m actually in very good…condition, working all day…in the mines. Just need to…catch my breath,” Dickles shouted after them. 
 
    Maximus looked back. 
 
    Mast waved for him to continue. “He will catch up. I will keep an eye on his not very fast running.” 
 
    “Snort. Ah-roooo.” The pig-dog sprinted between street lamps and shadows. 
 
    “Wait, I think that is muchly too fast,” Mast said as he slowed to a walk. “It is a good thing I also know the way is what I am thinking.” 
 
    Dickles jogged to his location, then bent to rest his hands on his knees. “I’d be able to keep up if my legs were five feet long.” 
 
    “This is probably correct,” Mast said. “Walk quickly. Who knows what that filthy pig-dog will get into without supervision.” 
 
    Dickles shook his head. “I’m coming. I’m coming.” He took several breaths and jogged a few steps to keep up with Mast’s Unglok stride. “Hey, do your people mine underwater?” 
 
    “It is muchly not a good idea, and also a strange question while we are saving the day.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. I’ll disarm the explosives when we get there if your animal hasn’t already set them off. But we have a ways to walk, right? I might not have another chance to speak with you, and my Gloks aren’t good at Galactic Standard.” 
 
    Mast elected to ignore the insulting word. “Children are allowed to mine by sifting the sands of underground lakes. It is a game to them.” 
 
    “What about going deep? Do you have tools or techniques?” 
 
    “There are tribes of Unglok swimmers who go down for long periods of times, mostly to look for lost tools or rescue those of us who cannot swim. And speaking of rescue, we must focus on our muchly important mission.” 
 
    “Sure. Just promise you’ll tell me more when we’re done. The mines are in trouble and if the mines are in trouble, Darklanding is done-for.” 
 
    Mast nodded, stopped at the corner of a building, and pointed across the street. “There is the building full of unusual darkness.” 
 
    Dickles frowned and crossed himself without thinking. “You weren’t kidding. That place is creepy.” 
 
    The building looked like a large block of prefabricated metal parts. Several stories high, it almost seemed alive with energy. Steam vented from grates in the street around it. There was a nearly subliminal vibration emanating from the place, like a megalithic battery or starship engine on standby. 
 
    “I thought this was a vacant lot, three lots actually. I remember wondering about it the last time I was in Darklanding,” Dickles said. 
 
    “I am muchly having an epiphany is what I am thinking.” Mast stepped forward, almost involuntarily. Fascination and fear caused his heart to race. “It is not a building. It is a ship.” 
 
    “So probably no explosive charges on it? I mean, I wouldn’t blow up my own ship if I were an intergalactic bounty hunter,” Dickles said. 
 
    “Let us look before we make badly wrong conclusions.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    From Maximus’ view, Mast and Dickles had finally found the ship. Maximus rolled his eyes at them and went to work. 
 
    He stalked around the hunter’s ship, identifying three bundles of danger by smell. The VoidHunter had been sweating fear when he placed the traps above the door hatches. He came upon Mast and the human miner they called Dickles or some other nonsensical sound that meant nothing to Maximus. The man smelled like rocks and things found in rocks, but also grease, dirt, sweat, and desperation. He didn’t laugh or yell as much as other humans and seemed focused on a goal like he was a hunt leader providing all things for his pack. 
 
    “Blah blah, Maximus! Where did you go? Blah, muchly blah, blah,” Mast said. 
 
    “Snort.” Why don’t they understand? For supposedly intelligent creatures, they didn’t listen very well. 
 
    He went to the door his bipedal friends had been tinkering with and sniffed it. There was a danger bundle, but on the other side of the door, a make-safe switch. Humans were clever with switches. Maximus had to give it to the two-legs, they were clever with a lot of things. 
 
    He jumped on the door, clearly demonstrating Mast or the Dickles human should open it. They shook their heads. They didn’t get it. So dense. How could he make them realize the danger bundle would explode if they didn’t get inside to turn it off? Whatever Dickles was going to do with the danger bundle would only make it blow up sooner. 
 
    Maybe they weren’t clever at all. Maybe they were like sheep-di-roz-yoon that walked on two legs. 
 
    Maximus drooped to all fours, scratching the surface of the door panel with his hoof-toes. “Groooowwl,” he growled. When they took a step back, hands up defensively, he increased his warning sounds and showed his third row of teeth, something he’d never done on this planet. 
 
    “I am muchly blah blah blah he’s warning us is what I am thinking,” Maximus heard Mast say. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Thaddeus paced, cursing the general and his ex-wife and Darklanding and every damn thing he could think of. Maximus was more than a dog. He refused to let Zane VoidHunter slaughter his four-legged friend. 
 
    The front door banged. Thad whipped around from his pacing to find Zane and the chair he was zip-tied to gone. “VoidHunter!” 
 
    Sprinting through the door, he brushed back his long coat and drew his blaster. The man couldn’t get far encumbered by a synthetic oak chair. 
 
    “That’s it. I’m officially having a bad day.” He kicked over the empty chair. Not far from the scene, there were people staggering through a drunken rendition of Dixie’s Mother Lode Delights. They didn’t seem to be alarmed by the hasty passage of a dangerous fugitive. Thad charged the other direction, ready for violence. 
 
    Zane VoidHunter had worn out his welcome on Ungwilook. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Maximus jumped on the door again, bobbing his head up and down to send an unequivocal suggestion they get inside and turn off the danger bundle before it exploded and turned them into shredded meat. Mast waved his hands, then tried to drag him away from the building. Maximus growled and broke free of the Unglok’s surprisingly strong grip. Rushing toward the door, he leapt at it and slammed his weight into it. 
 
    “He mostly wants us to go inside blah blah blah," Mast said. "The filthy animal is muchly determined. It’s showing many teeth to show us his wroth.” 
 
    "There's a cut-off switch inside! That animal is trying to tell us something blah blah blah, words blah blah," Dickles said. 
 
    Maximus leapt at the door again, hitting it with all his weight. It popped open. Scrambling inside, he put his nose to the floor, then the walls until he found the clever switch that turned off the danger bundle. Mast and Dickles followed him excitedly. 
 
    "That's it! I have it turned off," Dickles said. “Blah, blah, rump ruh!” 
 
    Maximus led them through a maze of corridors that smelled too much like the hunter. Somewhere in here was the former mate of the sheriff-pack leader. He could also smell warrior humans who were very tired and hungry. 
 
    Dickles pulled on Mast’s sleeve. “We need to slow blah blah or we’ll get lost blah blah.” 
 
    Mast jogged after Maximus. "We will blah blah lost. We have a pig-dog!” 
 
    “Snort, snort, snort.” Maximus was growing bored. This was too easy now that they were inside. He led his friends to his other friends and they had a big bipedal reunion. The human female who was no longer interested, or pretended not to be interested, in the sheriff-man squatted beside Maximus and scratched him roughly on both sides of his neck. 
 
    "Good dog. Can you lead us out of here? Good dog. Good, good dog," the Penelope woman said. Unlike other humans, she rarely made blah blah blah and other senseless bipedal sounds. 
 
    He led them through many turns and twists. The darkness was very thick, but he did not need to see. His other senses were just as good as his eyes. The humans, and even the Unglok, bumped into walls and each other and cursed a lot. 
 
    "This isn't the way we came in," Dickles said. 
 
    Maximus rolled his eyes. The way they had come in was dangerous now. He would go that way while his bipedal friends went this way. Once they started to leave, he sprinted back through the ship to confront a danger he had run from for too long. 
 
    The human who had trespassed on Glakridoz and learned his people couldn’t survive there waited for Maximus with a blaster. The weapon smelled as though it had been taken from a hiding place, maybe on the ship or maybe from a box in a trash-filled alley. Either way, the man still had plastic zip ties on his wrists that had been chewed apart from whatever he had been tied to.  
 
    Maximus didn’t speak human sounds, so he’d never been able to tell his friends the hunter from Glakridoz had a sharpened row of back teeth. The humans had practically worshiped Maximus and his pack, often trying to imitate them in an effort to survive on the hostile planet of Glakridoz. 
 
    “Come on, you filthy beast. Step into my trap and die! Give me the Heart Stone. Give me the justice my people deserve,” the hunter muttered to the shadows. 
 
    Maximus thought he could bite the human’s hand off, hamstring him and bring him down like prey. Without understanding the words, he knew this would make him look like something bad to Thaddeus and the others. It didn't really matter, but he could not stop thinking about it. He had become attached to his humans and his Ungloks. 
 
    It was a difficult choice. Should he savage this pathetic human or allow the sheriff to perform his strange confinement ritual where he put a lawbreaker in a room and fed him very decent food? Or should he bite the man’s face off? Zane VoidHunter had killed many Glakridozians and wouldn't stop until they were all gone. 
 
    Maximus thought he could run past the hunter and lead him toward the Penelope woman and her armed warriors. They would be able to see now and could use their blasters to serve justice to this xenocidal psychopath. Or he could take the man to the sheriff, who would punch him or something not as deadly as it should be. Maximus could not figure out why the sheriff-pack leader didn't destroy his enemies completely. He knew that his human friend could do that but often used something he called restraint and the rule of law. These were strange and alien concepts to all Glakridozians. 
 
    A space freighter cut through the night sky, washing Darklanding in noise and bright light. Maximus made his move as the moving shadows distorted the vision of his quarry. 
 
    “There you are, you filthy beast!” VoidHunter yelled. 
 
    “Ruh ro. Snort!” Maximus dodged the first blaster bolt and nearly stepped on one of the man's explosive danger bundles. This was a trap among traps and he had rushed right into it because he was thinking too much about helping his humans and his Ungloks. He forgot about trying to lead the hunter into a trap and focused on escaping. Muchly escaping, as Mast would say. 
 
    Zane VoidHunter sprinted after Maximus, firing his blaster rapidly. 
 
    Maximus squealed as he took a direct hit. He continued to run despite the universe-expanding pain of the injury 
 
    “You can’t run forever, you filthy beast!” Zane VoidHunter screamed. Red-faced and sweating, his fear, hatred, and anger boiled into a stew of uncontrolled emotion—easy for Maximus to see, hear, and sense despite his many injuries. “You’re just gonna die tired!” 
 
    “Snort, snort, snort,” Maximus huffed. It annoyed him that the hunter spoke clearly. Never a blah, blah, blah from the murderous nut job. Maximus ran faster, feeling he was running out of air but knowing it was death to stop now. 
 
    “I’m gonna…” The man huffed and puffed. “Wear your teeth around my neck…right after I grind up your hooves and smoke them…” 
 
    Maximus pushed away thoughts of his lost pack. Of what happened to them. Of how they were treated worse than food. The humans had come to Glakridoz and died. If they had only asked before they came, Maximus and his pack would have warned them it was a bad place for humans. 
 
    Pain grew, and grew, and grew inside of Maximus. He wanted his suffering to stop. 
 
    VoidHunter laughed as he gained ground on Maximus. “I hit you, didn’t I, you filthy beast? Damn, you’re still fast. Not even you can survive a wound like that. Would you just…stop…running so fast…” 
 
    The blaster wound hurt each time Maximus stretched his left leg forward, even though injury was in his side, dangerously near his stomach. He tried to ignore the pain, but each time he tripped, it was like getting harpooned by yicktidi-glak-o-an. The Heart Stone shifted within his backup stomach. He ran slowly—embarrassing, downright get-yourself-driven-out-of-the-pack slow. Muchly slow, as Mast Jotham would say. 
 
    A breeze carried the scent of his friend the sheriff-pack leader. “Snort! Ra-ooooh.” Which meant something like “Let’s get some” in human talk. He turned several corners in quick succession. The hunter from Glakridoz followed him. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thad heard Maximus before he saw the animal. A gust of wind carried the smell of starship engines powering up. This far from the spaceport, that was a bad sign.  
 
    He keyed his radio. “Mast, come in. Can you hear me?” 
 
    “I do hear you, Sheriff. How are you today?” 
 
    Thad stared at the speaker, nearly tripping before he slowed to a walk. “What?” 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m…good. Chasing an escaped psychopath that wants to kill my dog. You?” 
 
    “I’m trying to keep a ship from taking off and destroying half of Darklanding! We need help! Bring your prisoner and make him turn off the launch sequence!” Mast yelled, his voice distorting through the radio. 
 
    Maximus howled, closer this time and moving fast. 
 
    “The prisoner escaped. I’ll get back to you,” Thad said, then clipped the small radio to his belt. 
 
    “Not good!” Mast’s words were cut off as Thad turned off the radio. 
 
    Maximus darted around the corner. “Aroooooh! Snort!” 
 
    Zane VoidHunter followed him, reloading as he ran. 
 
    Thad seized the initiative, slamming the man to the ground. “You just can’t get enough of losing, can you?” 
 
    Zane grunted in pain as he hit the cheap asphalt. 
 
    Maximus rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Everyone’s a critic. You’d do it different?” 
 
    Maximus growled, showing four rows of teeth and eyes that seemed to fill with blood. Thad saw nothing but bloodlust in the Glakridozian’s eyes, more ruthless than the animal had been during battle on Centauri Prime. 
 
    The pig-dog thought he should kill the hunter. Maybe he was right. 
 
    Zane shoved both arms into Thad’s chest, then thrust his hips until Thad’s balance was pushed up and sideways—a classic jiu-jitsu counter-move and escape tactic. Thad resisted getting dumped aside, but it was too late. The man was good. This was going to be a nasty fight. 
 
    Thad rolled away and came to his feet, drawing his blaster. 
 
    Zane kicked it aside, drawing his own weapon and trying to finish reloading. 
 
    Thad hammer-fisted him across the forearm, sending the weapon skittering across the pavement. 
 
    What happened next was the worst moment of Thad’s life. He didn’t understand how the Glakridozian human got the drop on him, but the speed and force of his attack was like a thunderbolt. The man tackled him, lifting him into the air and slamming him down on his head. He pinned Thad to the ground and started dropping fists and elbows on Thad’s face. 
 
    Thad wanted to resist, to twist free, to do anything but lie there and get pummeled. Unfortunately, his brain didn’t seem to connect with his body. Stunned, hurt, and suffocating from the pressure of the man’s knee on his stomach, Thad realized he was going to die right here, right now. 
 
    A horrible sound split the night. A nightmare ripped Zane VoidHunter off Thad, dragging the man away like he’d been hit by a truck. Blood sprayed into the air, still falling long after Thad’s opponent disappeared. 
 
    He rolled into a sitting position in time to see Maximus dragging the Zane VoidHunter into an alley. 
 
    Screams and growls echoed through Darklanding. 
 
    Mast ran down the street. “Thaddeus! Sheriff Fry! Are you okay? Can you come turn off the ship before it blasts off?” 
 
    Thad shook stars from his head. “Sure thing, Mast. It’s all about you. No rest for the sheriff.” 
 
    “You are muchly having a pity party,” Mast said. 
 
    Thad stared at him. “Really?” 
 
    Maximus trotted back into the street. Darklanding seemed quiet and peaceful. Only the sound of space freighters circling the upper atmosphere disturbed the cool night air. 
 
    “What’d you do with that asshole?” Thad asked. He considered vomiting, but standing and bending over to puke seemed like an impossible feat of strength and coordination. “Never mind, I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “Snort.” 
 
    “Should we expect more hunters from Glakridoz coming for the Heart Stone?” Thad asked. 
 
    “Sheriff Fry, I am not muchly wanting to be a pain in your hindquarters, but we must turn off the ship somehow. Penelope—who is muchly okay, in case you were wondering—says you know how to do it,” Mast said. 
 
    Maximus never looked away from Thad. “Snort.” 
 
    “No more hunters? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Snort.” 
 
    Thad shook his head, wondering why he was talking to a pig-dog as he levered himself to his feet. “Let’s go turn off the ship. Anything else on Penelope’s honey-do list? I thought she was the general’s problem now.” 
 
    “Do not complain to Mast Jotham. You are the one who acquired so many ex-wives. You must muchly pay to play.” 
 
    “Aroooooh. Snort.” 
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    CHAPTER ONE: Fight 
 
    Sheriff Thaddeus Fry sat on a ledge with the over-sized head of a pig-dog resting in his lap. Weak, lethargic, and sad, the animal refused to leave his side. Maximus’s condition had steadily deteriorated during the days following the incident with the hunter from Glakridoz. 
 
    Thaddeus scratched roughly behind the animal’s ears, moving the large head side to side. “I wish I’d known sooner what you were going through.” 
 
    Maximus lifted his head, staring into Thad’s eyes as though to wonder what the sheriff thought he could have done about the problem. 
 
    Sunset over Transport Canyon was spectacular—red, orange, and yellow layers of the same atmospheric distortion. He could almost see the curve of the planet. There were three rails for high-speed trains now, built during the boom and barely used with little but exotic ore dust coming from the SagCon mines. A flock of native birds gathered, circled, and dispersed on the horizon. He saw a herd of animals grazing on distant foothills. Size and speed was impossible to know from this far away. He could point binoculars at them but didn’t care. He would enjoy the rest, then he’d take Maximus into one of the most secret and sacred places on the planet. 
 
    Few people, human or Unglok, knew about the ship Cornelius Vandersun and his granddaughter, Ruby Miranda Vandersun, had flown out of the mines—causing the floods, incidentally. Even fewer knew of the ship Mast Jotham, Thad’s deputy, had seen below Darklanding during his vision quest. Thad and Maximus would be the first and last human and Glakridozian to trespass in the sacred shrine, a shaft that led into the depths of the planet. 
 
    Mast had seen another ship down there among clouds of A19, a substance poisonous to Ungloks. He’d reported monsters, hordes of hallucinations trying to drag him down and devour him. Thad believed the creatures Mast had described were imaginary. Now he was betting his life and the life of Maximus on this assumption. Why? Because the bottom of the shaft was the only place he could dispose of the Heart Stone. 
 
    For reasons he didn’t fully understand, but that Mast had worked out during long “arguments” with Maximus, the Heart Stone couldn’t be launched into space. Such an action would only cause the stone to seek the planet’s surface, where it would crack open and begin knocking over dominos in the biosphere.  
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    Maximus bobbed his head, failing to snort, fart, or drool. 
 
    “Your lack of flatulence actually worries me, my friend.” 
 
    Thad led him into the cave as Mast had instructed. They encountered Ungloks dressed in ceremonial robes who bowed and chanted. The cave led to the top of a vertical shaft thirty meters in diameter. Looking into the black hole was like giving up on life or seeing a glimpse of the end times. It was cold, dark, and absolute. 
 
    “It will be difficult,” an Unglok named Lingviat said. “Few are able to make the climb. None have made the climb while carrying another…being.” 
 
    “We’ll manage.” 
 
    “Snort.” 
 
    The other two Ungloks offered a large wicker basket to Thad. He slipped his arms through a pair of straps, then squatted low. “Mount up.” 
 
    “Snort,” Maximus snorted as he snuggled into place. Thad grunted as he stood up, took a deep breath, and backed onto the ladder that led down. It started with the first foot, then the next.  
 
    Thad climbed for three days, resting on narrow ledges where previous pilgrims had left burnt incense, jars of cool water, and dried food. He took what he needed and replaced what he could, as was the custom in this place. 
 
    Hours passed slowly. There were times he turned off his light and accepted the darkness like penance that would bring absolution. Other times, the same quality of the journey nearly drove him crazy. Maximus barely made a sound, barely breathed until they arrived at the bottom. 
 
    Clouds of mist swirled around them without effect on human or Glakridozian. Maximus squirmed free of the basket Thad had carried so far and trotted into a deeper darkness and thicker mists.  
 
    Thad sat near his lantern a safe distance from his animal friend as the Heart Stone was regurgitated into the dormant alien ship. He wasn’t interested in the details of this part. Ignorance was bliss, but not entirely possible. He covered his ears and whistled a happy, off-tune melody.  
 
    “I hope Mast was right. It makes sense. The ship should be able to hold all kinds of toxic chemicals without poisoning a crew, not that it seems to have one now.” He thought he saw movement in the corner of his vision—something crawling sideways, or maybe backward. The monstrosity sent shivers through his spine. 
 
    Mast hadn’t been hallucinating. There was something down here. Fortunately, the creatures seemed frightened of the pig-dog. 
 
    Thad smacked the side of the animal’s neck, then roughed up his fur good-naturedly. “I knew you were good for something.”  
 
    Maximus returned, exhausted from the ordeal. Thad put the pig-dog back in the saddle, so to speak. “You’re heavy, buddy.” 
 
    “Snort, snort.” 
 
    The ascent took five days. Thad never wanted to see another ladder for as long as he lived. Every muscle, tendon, and joint ached from overuse. His hands and feet were a mass of blisters broken and reformed too many times. He was hungry and thirsty. The A19 mist had given him a headache that lingered all the way home. 
 
    “Snort, snort, snort,” Maximus snorted and pranced. “Snort!” 
 
    Thad smiled. “Totally worth it, dog.” 
 
    This sent the Glakridozian into a tirade of complaints and obnoxious sounds. Who the hell are you calling a dog? the creature seemed to complain. 
 
    Maximus snorted a lot, all the way back to the Mother Lode. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thaddeus quietly closed the door to his room. Maximus had fallen into an exhausted slumber the moment they returned. Concerned for his friend but also needing a shower nearly as much as he needed to breathe air, Thad cleaned up and put on a fresh SagCon jumpsuit with the well-worn but distinctive stripes of management. Coat, gun belt, boots, and blaster prepared him for anything Darklanding had to offer. He hoped. 
 
    At the top of the stairs, he heard familiar voices coming from the saloon. He wasn’t in the mood for his ex-wife or the general, so he went out the back. Taking the alley was always a gamble. One never knew what one might see in the shadows behind a brothel. 
 
    He was greeted by the sound of glass breaking and two men yelling from around the corner. He moved tactically, taking the corner wide so he could see larger and larger pieces of the pie before revealing his own position. There was a metal barrel that had been converted into a blazing fire pit. These things were more and more common as credits for fuel became scarce. The weather in Darklanding was changing. 
 
    Instead of two or three malcontents, he saw nearly a dozen men he knew as solid workers from the mines gathered shoulder to shoulder to warm their hands. Unfortunately, the presence of regular workers didn’t exclude the presence of street-thug losers. These days, the line could get a bit blurry. 
 
    “I said shut your mouth. The mines can’t close. SagCon has too much invested to allow Darklanding to go belly up,” the first voice said. 
 
    “You’re such a dumbass. Companies as big as SagCon go under all the time. First thing they do is lay off everybody and make a bunch of promises.” 
 
    Thaddeus watched from a half-dozen meters. The miners and dockworkers were facing the fire, completely unaware of his arrival. They were hardworking men and women, not TerroCom soldiers. 
 
    “They ain’t laid no one off yet,” a second voice said. On his sleeve was a stripe of a line supervisor, one of P. C. Dickles’s junior foremen. 
 
    “They ain’t given us no work neither. It’s the same thing. And we can’t do a damn thing about it. You all think the Company Man is a genius or something, but I just think she has nice jugs. Profit-sharing? You really believe that? I never heard of SagCon doing nothing like that,” the first voice said. 
 
    Thaddeus was backing away, content to leave them to their petty squabbling, when the argument became a fight. Punching and kicking usually led to injuries, which were considered vandalism to SagCon investments…the investments being workers who were expensive to ship from distant worlds more desperate than Ungwilook. Which meant it was time to do some Sheriff-ing. 
 
    “You calling me stupid?” the second voice said. 
 
    The reply was lost under grunts and curses and the sound of the fire barrel getting slammed sideways. Thad rushed into the fray, shoving noncombatants aside to get at the brawlers. One man had another pushed up against the wall. They wrestled for balance, occasionally pulling back a hand and swinging a fist. The fire barrel tottered a few feet from them. Some of the other men and women were trying to get control of the burning container before it tipped over. They shouted at the brawlers, to no effect. 
 
    “Darklanding Sheriff’s Department! Stand down!” Getting control of the two men proved more difficult than he had expected. They fought like maniacs and moved back and forth across the width of the alley. On the third try, he snagged one by the collar and yanked him off his feet. The other fighter barely noticed Thad as he pushed his sudden advantage, jumping forward like he was going to stomp on his fallen foe. 
 
    Thaddeus shoved him backward without letting go of the other guy’s collar. 
 
    The jumper recovered and rushed forward again. Thaddeus decked him with a right cross. Without hesitation, he yanked the other man farther away from the fight. 
 
    “I said, Sheriff’s Department, stand…down.” 
 
    The miners and dockworkers pulled their friends back and held onto them. 
 
    “Sorry, Sheriff. Just a little disagreement is all,” one man said. 
 
    “Get them home right now. I see either one of them again today and they’re going to jail. Don’t piss me off, and don’t waste my time.” 
 
    “No problem, Sheriff. Sorry, Sheriff.” 
 
    Thaddeus gave each of them a stern look, then marched out of the alley. He completed his morning rounds, making note of vacant warehouses and putting a stop to three other fights before they started. There wasn’t much he could do about clusters of men and women sitting around on street corners or near the worker depot, the loading dock where humans and Ungloks alike waited for work. Darklanding appeared tired and dirty. Something had to change or people who had left everything behind seeking their fortune would do something desperate. And desperation could lead to things that the sheriff might not be able to control.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shaunte ignored Thaddeus when he finally arrived. Her message had requested his presence as soon as possible, which apparently meant whenever he felt like it. Her calendar was full, her daily agenda packed with video conferences, market analysis, and strategic networking. She didn’t have time to babysit her sheriff. Worse, her annoyance was going to affect her mood later when they were supposed to have a romantic dinner. 
 
    For his part, the man didn’t seem to mind waiting. He leaned back in his chair, one boot crossed over one knee and his arms spread wide enough to rest on the back of the new leather couch she’d added to her office last month. He held the sweat-stained and faded cowboy hat in his left hand. She’d always wondered what a cowboy was, exactly. 
 
    His hair was a bit longer than she liked. The only thing he had going for him was that he had bathed recently. If he’d been to his outdoor gymnasium recently, he had the courtesy to clean up afterward. 
 
    She turned off her computer screen with an exasperated sigh. “Took you long enough.” 
 
    “I had to rough some people up.” 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    “I wasn’t joking. The natives are restless. Well, not the natives, actually. The miners and dockworkers need credits to buy food and other luxuries. I think they’re hangry.” 
 
    “I know all about the lack of work at the mines. Panning for exotics is a joke, an appreciated best effort to be sure, but nowhere near what we need to keep this operation running,” she said. 
 
    “I’m just saying I need a raise. Mast and I’ve been breaking up two or three fights a day. I’m constantly cracking down on illegal gambling and theft. Half the population is running a scam on the other half. The boom gave everyone a taste of the good life. Now they can’t endure the miserable survival wages and impossible work conditions. A lot of workers feel like they’re being exploited. They think the Sagittarian Conglomerate is going to abandon them—close the operation and leave them here with the natives of Ungwilook they love so much.” 
 
    Shaunte heard half of what he said. Staring at him reminded her of how hard she was working to fix these problems and how much she wanted a vacation—with this Neanderthal, if possible. True, he was happier where there was action. Darklanding had plenty of that. She thought he liked having skinned knuckles and half-healed black eyes. Made him feel like a man, probably. “Ah yes, that’s a shame.” 
 
    “What?” he asked. “Are you even listening to me? Shaunte, are you ogling me?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “I can live with that. Ogle away. Let’s drop everything and fly out to the south range for a vacation. Watch the sun go down, and maybe come up again a few times. You can afford it,” he said. 
 
    “I can.” She sat up straighter, sweeping her hair behind her ears as she re-activated her computer screens. “Darklanding can’t, as you have reminded me. Things are going to get better. I’m not going to say more right now, but it will be good for SagCon and Ungwilook.” 
 
    She felt him watching her as she worked. It’d be nice if he came around the desk to interrupt her with a kiss, but probably better he didn’t. 
 
    “What can I do to help, Shaunte?” he asked. 
 
    There were a hundred things. She chose one he would be good at. “Get over to the mines. Restore some order. All the problems you’re seeing in Darklanding are also occurring at the mines. P. C. Dickles acts like he doesn’t have personnel problems, but I know he does. He doesn’t have a security officer.” 
 
    “He does now.” Thad stood, pointing his thumbs at his chest. “This guy.” 
 
    Shaunte batted her eyes dramatically. “My hero.” 
 
      
 
     ***  
 
      
 
    Two other humans rode the shuttle to the SagCon mines. No Ungloks were on board. Thad normally enjoyed moments of silence, but this was depressing. And not all that silent. An hour into the trip, the electric hum of the engines and the overworked heating vents sounded like a distant artillery barrage, grating on Thad’s last nerve. He tried to think of pleasant things—memories of a recent meal with Shaunte, the sunset he’d shared with Maximus before they unburdened the animal of the Heart Stone, Mast Jotham’s laughter at a not very funny joke. 
 
    He leaned back in his seat and covered his eyes with his hat. Sleep eluded him. Darklanding was in trouble. The financial crisis wasn’t something he could help Shaunte fight. Keeping order was the best he could do, so he never took a day off. He arrived early and stayed late, which meant his deputy did the same. It wasn’t fair to the Ungwilook native, who probably thought this was how all sheriffs worked. Thaddeus was inadvertently taking advantage of his friend. 
 
    The transport arrived at the mines. Thaddeus went directly to the controller’s office and asked where P. C. Dickles was working. 
 
    “In the mines,” the woman said dryly. “Probably panning for exotics right alongside his crew.” 
 
    “Can you be more specific?” 
 
    She shrugged. “There’s a map posted by each lift. I’d start with N49 sector, at the bottom of the red lift. What exotics we managed to scrounge up came from there.” 
 
    Thaddeus watched her turn to other work, surveillance monitors and computer terminals. He tapped his fingers, thought about what she’d said, and finally went to find red lift—a battered metal box with red hashmarks that reminded Thad of half-chevrons.  
 
    Before long, he was descending in a rusty cage that had seen better days. Signs advising workers to turn off unneeded lights, save money, and save the company were on every doorway and hallway entrance. The ride down was dark and cold. He heard each level go by and felt the lift bumping on its guide rails from time to time. He didn’t see any workers until he had searched half of N49 sector. 
 
    “Howdy, Sheriff. You looking for Dickles?” a man with the name Quark Guthrie on his much-abused jumpsuit asked. He was young. His gear looked too large and his enthusiasm was out of place. He adjusted a helmet that seemed at least a size too big. “Normally he’d be around here, but he’s working on a project right now. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to tell anyone what it is.” 
 
    “I’m the sheriff, you can tell me.” 
 
    Quark pointed at him and made a “you almost tricked me” laugh. “The boss warned me you’d say something like that. But he also said if there was anyone I could tell about this, it was you. I watched you race against LeClerc, by the way. That was some crazy flying. I’ve never been to the Mother Lode, so you probably don’t recognize me. It’s no big deal if you don’t.” 
 
    “Are you always so talkative?” Thad asked. 
 
    “Uh huh. Especially when I’m nervous.” He looked around and didn’t see any other miners, or more importantly, foremen. “I’m a sub-foreman, you know? This is dumb. You know what, I’m going to take a chance. Just go wild and make my own decision.” 
 
    Thad resisted the urge to smile. The young man was so full of exuberance and positivity, it lifted Thad’s mood. “Don’t strain yourself.” 
 
    Quark laughed. “I know, my derring-do is nothing compared to your adventures. Let’s find Mister Dickles and his underwater mining machine.” 
 
    “He’s building a submarine?” 
 
    Quark nodded vigorously. “Come on, let’s go. I’m super excited for you to see it now.” 
 
    Thaddeus followed, wondering if he’d been such a hyperactive mess in his youth. 
 
    Each hallway seemed shorter and narrower than the one before it. Metal I-beams and raw timber had been shoved in place as supports. The lights in this section, although turned on, hung from a cord on the ceiling. He wasn’t sure if he was smelling exotic ore, but the air was definitely full of minerals. He could taste them. He could also feel a strange kind of humidity. P. C. Dickles’s shop looked like a foundry, a bicycle repair room, and the flight deck of a half-destroyed fleet carrier all rolled into one. 
 
    Quark led Thad through rows of parts stacked two meters high in places. He heard the sound of something metal being banged with a wrench mixed with curses. 
 
    “Mister Dickles? Are you in here? I brought the sheriff.” Quark peeked cautiously around the corner. “Mister Dickles?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Thad put a hand on Quark’s shoulder, then moved around him. The room was huge—dominated by a high ceiling and a large, perfectly smooth pool of inky water. Several half-made watercraft lie strewn on a beach of black and gold sand. 
 
    “It’s me, Thad. Shaunte sent me to help…” 
 
    Dickles stood from his work, a wrench in one hand and a hammer in the other. 
 
    They locked eyes, Thad was convinced the man’s mind was still wrapped around the problem he was trying to solve. 
 
    “Sheriff Fry? You know about submarines?” 
 
    “No. Shaunte sent me here to keep order. Said you were having problems.” 
 
    Dickles shrugged and put down his tools. Wiping his hands on a greasy shop towel, he stepped away from the monstrosity of spare parts he’d created. “I wish I could get my hands on the fuselage of a spacecraft and get it down here. Something like that should be airtight.” 
 
    Thad shook his head. “Won’t work. Built the wrong way.  Spaceships are made for environments with no external pressure. You need the exact opposite. Unless your goal is to be crushed by tons of water.” 
 
    Dickles cursed. “Thanks for ruining my grand daydream.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. It’s what I do.” 
 
    “You’re really smart, Sheriff Fry,” Quark said. 
 
    “Not something I get accused of often.” Thad walked around several half-built submarines. “This one looks finished. Have you tested it?” 
 
    Dickles shook his head. “Works perfectly, for about ten feet. Then it leaks.” 
 
    “Shaunte ordered a fleet of real submersibles, remote control versions. Best of the best,” Thad said. 
 
    “Which will be here in about five years.” 
 
    “Eighteen months. It’s always eighteen months.” He regretted the flippant response immediately. “Sorry. You’ve been busting your ass, and I’m making jokes.” 
 
    Dickles picked up his tools and started banging away at his motley creation. Each strike of metal on metal sent ripples across the nearby water. 
 
    “What can I do to help?” Thad asked. 
 
    Dickles stopped swinging the wrench but didn’t face Thad. “The submarines I build aren’t going to work. Maybe the Ungloks have a solution to this mess.” He paused for several long breaths. “Do your job. Keep the peace. Let me handle the rest.” 
 
    Thad promised he would, then went looking for several troublemakers Dickles described as “somehow drunk and prone to fight every time they get their fifteen-minute union break.” 
 
    An idea wiggled in his imagination. The details were sketchy, but he thought Mast could help Dickles somehow. He wasn’t sure why but thought his deputy might know what Darklanding needed. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO: Egoak Village 
 
    “Sheriff Fry told me you would be coming,” Mast said, looking at P. C. Dickles and an eager young man he didn’t know. “He muchly thinks you think my people have a way to mine underwater. He did not say you would bring a friend.” 
 
    Dickles stood on the edge of the plateau with all his gear, looking confused. He had a large backpack crammed full of tools and a second loaded with survival gear. 
 
    “Name’s Quark Guthrie. I’m Mister Dickles’s assistant, sub-foreman actually.” He thrust his hand forward while balancing a small mountain of packs and other gear on his back. “Glad to meet you.” 
 
    Embarrassed, Mast shook Quark’s hand, not certain the human understood the significance of this gesture to Ungloks. 
 
    Dickles broke the tension. “Fry said we’d be going into the mountains.” 
 
    Mast nodded vigorously. “Yes, that is what I’m thinking. The Egoak live high in the mountains, near a sacred lake I have never made the pilgrimage to see.” He paused, fiddling with his coat to the point of distraction. “Muchly.” Leslie Stargazer, one of the very loud women at the Mother Lode, became very drunk last night and lectured Mast about his Galactic Standard. He was very ashamed to know that his favorite word was not as muchly needed as he’d believed. 
 
    “Fine, but how are we getting there? I didn’t exactly pack walking shoes. And the mountains are a good distance away. I’d like to meet these Egoaks and get my fresh dose of disappointment and despair out of the way. I’m a busy man, you know.” 
 
    “I…know,” Mast said very carefully. 
 
    Dickles stared at him. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Nothing is…bigly wrong with me,” Mast said. “Not to worry. We will take a glider.” 
 
    “I thought Gloks were afraid of flying.” 
 
    “Gliding is not flying,” Mast said. 
 
    “It kind of is,” Quark Guthrie said.  
 
    “Come with me. Our wings await.” Mast led the miners to the edge of the cliff where a traditional Ungwilook glider was hooked to the side of the mesa overlooking Transport Canyon. 
 
    Quark frowned. “Doesn’t look like I’m going. Wingspan of your glider won’t support three of us and our tools. I can see that from here.” 
 
    “Oh, hell no. Your kids make that?” Dickles asked at the same time. 
 
    “Mast Jotham does not have offspring, but you were using a figure of speech. Very muchly…agh. Very truly you were speech figuring.” 
 
    “Please stop talking. You’re giving me a headache,” Dickles said as he dropped his gear and studied the glider with grudging interest. Quark took notes on the structure of the device. 
 
    “You cannot take so much,” Mast said. “Not if the three of us intend to reach the village without muchly dying.” 
 
    “All three of us, on that thing?” Quark asked. 
 
    Mast and Dickles ignored him. 
 
    “You must leave your gear. It will not be as useful as an assistant where we are going,” Mast said. 
 
    “I can’t leave it here,” Dickles said. 
 
    “We will hide it. I will hire an Unglok boy to watch over it, keeping it safe.” Mast secured the gear with a nearby family in need of work, credits, food, and about everything else. He knew them from before the sheriff arrived and trusted them. 
 
    “Climb onto the glider and hold on,” Mast said. “You as well, young Quark.” 
 
    “There’s no safety harness!” Dickles looked at the tiny hut where the family of nine Ungloks were guarding his prized possessions. “I don’t know, Mast. This seems like a bad idea.” 
 
    “It is the only way I can help you find exotic ore,” Mast said. 
 
    Dickles climbed on board, straddling the tail of the glider like it was a surfboard or a land whale never meant to fly. “This can’t be safe.” 
 
    “It is very dangerous. Now hold on. I am not a good flyer like the sheriff or that Leslie Stargazer woman.” 
 
    “I heard you puked the last time Fry took you on the Calico,” Dickles said. 
 
    “Yes. It was unfortunate. But this is not an airship; it is only a glider.” 
 
    Quark found his place and gripped the handholds as though they were already in the air. 
 
    Mast grabbed a handle on the left side of the fuselage and pushed. Soon he was running. He scrambled into place in front of Dickles as the glider fell from the plateau. 
 
    Wind rushed around them as they soared over Transport Canyon. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The Egoak villagers greeted Mast with perfect politeness and P. C. Dickles with great respect. They’d only seen a few humans during recent years. One had been from the pre-SagCon survey crew, a rugged explorer type. These Ungloks were different than those Mast had grown up with. They were comfortable underground but had lived above ground for hundreds of generations longer than other Ungloks. No one on the planet swam better than they did. They were fishers, hunters, and makers of clever devices. 
 
    “Do they build boats, or submersibles? That’s what I need help with,” Dickles said to Mast as they followed a procession of men and women wearing bright tunics. 
 
    Feathers and beads hung from their garments. Rings and bracelets made music as they walked. Some were more formal than SagCon Marines on parade, every movement precise and orderly. Others danced like children regardless of their age. Mast understood their village was open to many ways of living and condemned no one who came in peace. 
 
    “They build many ingenious things, but not boats. Agoas design and manufacture sailboats, but they live on the coast and are drunk most of the time, is what I am hearing. The Egoak are not just swimmers, they are divers. These are the Ungloks who will be able to help you, I am thinking,” Mast said. “Please do not embarrass Mast Jotham.” 
 
    Dickles was about to protest when a group of gorgeously decorated Unglok boys and girls surrounded him, singing his name and guiding him to a table covered with food. 
 
    “This is a great honor,” Mast called to him as he fell farther behind. “They believe you are on a quest for your people.” 
 
    Dickles blushed and tried to thank them with the few words he spoke of their language. He looked to Mast for help as they draped flowers and feathers around his neck. “I don’t deserve this kind of attention, Mast. I haven’t been that good to Ungloks.” 
 
    “No, you have not. But they see you for who you are here and now. Do not become grumpy and say mean words. It would be muchly, I mean seriously, a wrong thing to do.” 
 
    Dickles bowed his head to an old woman holding a cup for him. “Thank you, old mother,” he said humbly. 
 
    “Very good, P. C. Dickles,” Mast said to himself. The beauty of the village made him sad. He had never seen such a wonderful place and feared he never would again. “I have an important question for you, Mister Dickles.” 
 
    “What is it, Mast?” 
 
    “Is seriously a better word to use than muchly?” 
 
    “Don’t overthink it. I’m not the right man for linguistic advice. I’m just glad you don’t use profanity every other word. For some reasons, humans like to teach non-Galactic Standard speakers nothing but swear words. So you’re ahead of the game.” 
 
    “Interesting. Leslie Stargazer tells me I use a certain word too frequently.” 
 
    Dickles coughed. “She doesn’t exactly talk like a lady. Be careful with her.” 
 
    “Yes. I will be careful.” 
 
    It was some time before the village swimmers showed themselves on the cliffs above the crystalline blue lake. Mast watched them in stunned amazement—they were so graceful and confident as they shed most of their clothing and jewelry. Mist from the waterfall wreathed them in rainbows and mystery. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “You should not have brought me to this place,” Dickles said. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at Quark. “Or him.” 
 
    Mast didn’t feel as though he should be here either, but he didn’t tell the humans this muchly imperfect secret. Egoak Village was every bit as special as legends suggested. He could almost believe in the healing magic of the waters and the treasures that supposedly rested at the bottom of the mountain lake. 
 
    “You are not right,” Mast said. “You belong here. They welcome and honor you, so it is good that you are here. I do not know about Quark. He is acting a bit…juvenile.” 
 
    The young man appeared even younger as he played childish games at the water’s edge. Dozens of Unglok children ran in circles with their arms extended as though they were an air glider.  
 
    Local musicians gathered near a simple dock and tuned horns, strings, and percussive instruments. Other, more somber children arrived in a dramatic procession and lined the water’s edge. They sang as older Ungloks played the instruments. 
 
    Quark’s new friends glanced at the goings-on but barely paused their hilarity. One kicked sand and water at another. Moments later, they were all having a splash fight at the water’s edge. 
 
    “Quark!” Dickles shouted. “Something is happening. Get over here and pay attention.” 
 
    The junior foreman ran toward Dickles, holding his hat on his head with one hand. “Yes, Mister Dickles.” 
 
    “Having fun?” Dickles asked when he arrived winded and red-faced. 
 
    “Just trying not to be rude. I mean, they seemed to really want me to participate.” 
 
    Mast saw Ungloks of both genders and all ages lining the cliffs above the water. Drums beat to a dramatic crescendo as the divers flung themselves into the water. 
 
    “That’s…amazing. But I don’t see how that will help us build better submarines,” Dickles said. 
 
    “I am not seeing an obvious connection. Perhaps they will tell us, is what I am thinking.” Mast couldn’t share the human’s frustration. He decided he could watch the divers for hours and days if they allowed him to stay. 
 
    Before long, the non-diving villagers were placing food on long tables and preparing fire pits for evening festivities. 
 
    “I am very muchly inspired by this,” Mast said. 
 
    “It’s great,” Dickles said. “But the clock is ticking for Darklanding and SagCon.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE: Pull Together 
 
    Penelope Fry-Grigman looked at the wall as she talked. “It’s over, Adam. I am not a fan of long-distance relationships. If I wanted that garbage, I’d still be with Thaddeus. Okay, maybe I wouldn’t. You’re fun and when we’re together, I think we’re great, but we’re not together very much.” 
 
    The voice on the other end of the line didn’t sound as strained as she expected. “I understand, but I have to go. One never knows where the next crisis will take me. We lost some good men, and I need to replace them. The only one I can trust to do it has left both you and me.”  
 
    “Thanks for the good times, Adam.” Penelope didn’t know what else to say. She wasn’t distraught about it. Tiberius Plastes had been making eyes at her. Nothing like hanging out with the chairman of SagCon. She could get a decent gig in the inner system, but more importantly, he was an intelligent man which made for better conversations. 
 
    “I’ll see you when I see you, Pen.” The general clicked off without waiting for Penelope’s response. She looked at her phone as if there would be something else.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thaddeus rolled Shaunte’s earring between his fingers as the elevator descended into the mines. The maître d' of the Red Door had called him after their last visit to the place. The man said he wasn’t sure the Company Man would want him to waste her time with such a trinket. The sheriff’s time, however, seemed to be significantly less valuable. 
 
    Thad and Shaunte had spent several evenings at the Red Door, one of the few restaurants in Darklanding other than the Mother Lode and some pre-fab food carts near the spaceport. Romantic settings weren’t plentiful on Ungwilook. 
 
    He’d been carrying the earring for several weeks, never quite finding the right time to give it back to her. Of course, he could just set it on her desk while she slaved over reports and half-ignored his presence or hand it to her when they were actually having a conversation. 
 
    He kept it in his shirt pocket and took it out from time to time.  
 
    Maximus huffed as the lift bumped to a stop. The metallic humidity of an underground lake greeted them when the doors opened. 
 
    “Looks like we’ve arrived. Let’s see what all the fuss is about,” Thad said, stepping into the tunnel. 
 
    A hundred meters later, he was admitted by a sour face comptroller to the lake cavern. Dozens of human and Unglok miners waded on a beach of black and gold sand. The scene was night and day different from his previous visit—busier, full of energy and hope. 
 
    “I’m not seeing a problem,” Thad said as he found an out of the way place to watch the miners pan for exotics. 
 
    “Snort,” Maximus snorted. 
 
    “What do you mean, snort?” 
 
    “Snort, snort.” 
 
    “Ah. That clears it up.” 
 
    Maximus rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Sheriff Fry!” A small, wiry man just past middle age hurried from where he’d been adjusting powerful flood lights. “I’m Norm. I’ll show you around since Mister Dickles and Mister Quark are gone.” 
 
    “Where’d they go? Is there another underground lake?” Thad asked. 
 
    “All of the mine shafts below this place were flooded after the…incident. This is the only one we’re working because it has sand beaches,” Norm said. “Mister Dickles and his assistant went to some Unglok village for help.” 
 
    “They’re still gone? When will they be back?” 
 
    Norm shrugged. “No idea. Maybe they’ll be gone for days.” 
 
    Thad made a mental note. “The Company Man sent me. She said there were too many fights breaking out and an unacceptable level of vandalism to SagCon property,” he said. “Especially the injured worker variety of vandalism.” 
 
    Norm didn’t respond to the last statement. No one liked to be considered property, but that was what these men and women were so long as they couldn’t pay off their debt to the company. 
 
    “Well, I can always use help settling down the rowdier gentlemen we’ve employed,” Norm said. “Thing is, there hasn’t been much fighting since Mister Dickles put us to work on the drag-bots. Let me show you.” 
 
    He led Thad and Maximus to a roped-off section of the black and gold beach. On another planet, the sand would be worth a small fortune. Here it was just in the way. 
 
    The workers inside the roped area were assembled in small groups. Thad watched as one team hauled a heavy rope from the water. At the end was a sled covered in metal wheels, tool attachments, and a storage compartment. 
 
    “How much does that thing weigh?” Thad asked. 
 
    “A lot. Mister Dickles put gears in the wheels that help. Chanie there is in charge of picking the right gear for the load. We’ve got the ropes attached to those cranks. Each week, we figure out a way to make this process more productive. Still not enough to impress the Company Man.” Norm’s eyes went wide. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to imply anything bad about Miss Shaunte.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Say what you need to say. She won’t mind,” Thad said. He winked. “She is hard to impress.”  
 
    Norm laughed nervously. “We better stay out of the way of the drag-bot crews. They get terribly competitive. Might run us over.” 
 
    Thad backed away and watched crews of humans and Ungloks compete with the drag-bots. He tensed for a fight, or harsh words at the very least. Harsh human words met by embarrassingly passive apologies from the Ungloks was too common, in his opinion. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    The crews jeered each other, but it seemed to be in the spirit of friendly competition. 
 
    Maximus barked and wagged his tail. 
 
    “Stay out of their way,” Thad said. 
 
    Maximus rolled his eyes, then went splashing through the water between the drag-bot crews and those panning for flakes of exotic ore in the black and gold sand. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    An Unglok chant caught Thad’s attention. Moments later, a human crew started up with its own work song and a new competition began. The beach around them became crowded as their comrades joined in. The sound of raucous laughter and singing echoed through the large cavern. The water churned with their efforts. A man fell and was helped up amidst a lot of splashing and friendly jeering. 
 
    Maximus trotted over and sat beside Thaddeus, tongue lolling in canine appreciation of the fun. 
 
    "Sheriff Fry, come help us pull this rope!" a man yelled. 
 
    “Why the hell not?" Thaddeus muttered as he hung his coat and blaster on a workstation at the edge of the beach 
 
    Maximus barked. 
 
    "Watch my stuff, pig-dog,” Thad said. He found a place on the twenty-meter rope and heaved with all his might. 
 
    “Ready, pull! Ready, pull!” 
 
     The Ungloks had their own chant. Thad was thoroughly enjoying himself by the time they pulled the metal boxes onto the shore and harvested what they had scraped from walls far below. 
 
    I really should make my rounds and head back to Darklanding. Shaunte’s waiting and I have reports to complete. Thad relaxed as sustained exertion cleared his mind. 
 
    Maximus rolled onto his back and went to sleep. One drag-bot competition ended and another began. 
 
    “I thought my buddy Joe was full of nonsense when he told me you were stronger than you looked,” a man said. “Way to pull, Sheriff Fry.” 
 
    Thad hid his annoyance. What was the man trying to say? Thad looked strong, he knew he did. He wasn’t a fancy manager who never got dirty, no matter what his rank-equivalent in SagCon was. He pulled harder on the second race and hardest yet on the third. 
 
    No fights started. 
 
    A small amount of ore was harvested. 
 
    Thad and Maximus were tired when they made the journey back to Darklanding. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR: A Date with Destiny 
 
    The Red Door wasn't busy, it never was. The proprietor only opened the place for visitors from off-world or when Shaunte called ahead. Or in this case, both. The chairman of the Sagittarian Conglomerate had made a personal visit to the frontier planet. 
 
    The restaurant had been designed and built for formal dining. A select group of people wanted to maintain the illusion that Darklanding wasn't a back-world dive. The food was good, the Unglok staff polite and professional. Benjamin Kent, the owner, manager, and probably the head chef, treated Shaunte, her father, and Penelope Fry-Grigman like royalty. 
 
    Shaunte noticed the woman left “Fry” out of her name when she introduced herself. 
 
    "What's the occasion, Father?" 
 
    Tiberius Plastes chuckled, his voice low and pleasing. The man was in a good mood. Shaunte knew he was getting ready to turn on the charm. And lately, it seemed like he had it cranked all the way up to ten whenever Penelope was around. 
 
    They were an interesting couple. In a way, they were very alike. Her father wasn't in his physical prime at this stage in his life, but he was fit, well groomed, and aggressive. Penelope Fry-Grigman, the former SagCon SI, appeared ready to compete in a triathlon or do battle with anyone stupid enough to offer offense. She'd done her hair and wore slightly more feminine clothing for this dinner than was her usual style. 
 
    Which made everything even more awkward. 
 
    "A man can't visit his favorite daughter?" 
 
    Shaunte gave him a tired 'don't bullshit me' look. "I'm your only daughter, and that joke was lame the first time you used it. I've already met Penelope, so that’s no reason to spend the price of a small corporation on dinner.” 
 
    Penelope summoned the waiter and spoke to him in passable Unglok. "Can we see a wine list, sir?" 
 
    "Absolutely, madam." The Unglok bowed and backed away to fulfill her request. 
 
    Penelope put her elbows on the table and interlaced her fingers as she stared at Shaunte. "Your father says you've done great things with Darklanding." She gave Shaunte's father a warning look. "Don't give me that look, Tiberius. I'm a grown-ass woman and I'll say what I want to. It wouldn’t hurt to offer her praise once in a while.” 
 
    Tiberius examined the wine list when it arrived and shifted uncomfortably in his chair. "That is what I like about you most. Direct and to the point, but are we really going to talk business here at dinner?" 
 
    Penelope responded with a too sweet smile that made Tiberius scowl. 
 
    "As it happens, Father, I do have a business proposal. We should go over it later...in my office where I have all my supporting documentation and analytics." 
 
    “And privacy,” Penelope said resentfully. 
 
    Shaunte took the wine list from her father but leveled her gaze on Penelope. “Yes, that too.” 
 
    “Perhaps music is in order, is what I am thinking,” the Unglok waiter said. 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Tiberius ordered for the three of them. Appetizers and drinks arrived every ten to fifteen minutes. Local music filled the room, but never too loudly. The people of Ungwilook were known for politeness and restraint. 
 
    Shaunte desperately wanted to tell her father every detail, impress him with her imagination, strategic thinking, planning, and research. For the first time in her life, she had a vision for something greater than herself, greater than SagCon. What she saw was a new Ungwilook—a place where the native population was cherished and respected while the full wealth of the system could be realized. All she needed was the right people and some deep pockets that weren’t her father’s. 
 
    She didn’t resent the presence of Penelope. In a way, it let Shaunte off the hook. The dinner was now a social event when she had intended it to be the biggest business meeting of her life. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Tiberius didn't value emotion. He aimed for control, strategic thinking, and ruthless adherence to his agenda. This didn't mean he never felt anything, and it didn't mean he couldn't enjoy certain aspects of being a man. 
 
    Shaunte filled with him pride. He worried about her and spent too much time scheming different ways to keep her safe while pushing her to be her own person. Facts were facts, he wasn't going to be here forever. 
 
    Penelope was something different altogether. He’d been married several times and had countless mistresses. Every instinct he possessed warned him that hooking up with a former soldier and recently retired special investigator was a bad idea. She saw through his separate subterfuge with ease and wasn't afraid to confront him. 
 
    What bothered him most was that he needed the red-haired banshee. That fact was entirely new to Tiberius Plastes. He’d never needed anyone but himself. 
 
    These thoughts filtered through his analytical mind as he realized what he had to do next. His daughter wanted to tell him something but was holding back, using Penelope's presence as an excuse. 
 
    He needed to make his potential girlfriend leave, and to do that, he needed to really piss her off. 
 
    His options were limited. Criticizing her weight or her looks would have no effect. She was easily the most athletic woman he'd ever known and quite possibly in better physical condition than anyone on the planet. The only thing she lacked was raw strength and size. 
 
    By Melborn standards, she was a bit plain, with no surgical enhancements, implants, or fillers. She didn't even dye her hair or polish her nails. All evidence indicated she was comfortable with her appearance. 
 
    An epiphany flashed into his mind and thrilled him. What he was going to try next was both dangerous and exciting. He could lose her if this went wrong. Realizing this was almost not worth the risk made him pause. He'd have to spend some time analyzing this revelation. 
 
    "We don't have to talk business at the dinner table, Penelope. But I have something I've been meaning to tell you. I need you to partner up with your ex-husband for a while. Darklanding is getting out of control, and the stockholders are furious. With low yields from the mines and increased theft, this operation is in real trouble." 
 
    Tiberius realized his speech had angered both women. Penelope looked like she might kill him, her hand was actually creeping toward her sidearm below the table. Shaunte crossed her arms and did that thing where she ran her tongue over her teeth without parting her lips as she scowled at him. 
 
    He held up both hands defensively. "Now hold on, this is only temporary." 
 
    "I'll show you temporary!" Penelope stood, knocking her chair back loudly, and stormed out of the room. 
 
    Tiberius spoke quickly, just loud enough for his daughter to hear. "I think you're doing a great job. I just needed her to leave so we can talk about what you're obviously needing to tell me." 
 
    His words invoked new and baffling emotions from his daughter, but he had her attention. 
 
    "You and I both know Darklanding is in trouble. By the look in your eyes, I think you might have a solution." 
 
    Shaunte leaned forward, interlocking her fingers and staring across the table like a seasoned negotiator. “Maybe I do, but can I trust you?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Shaunte leaned back and appraised her father before beginning.  
 
    “Judy Ortega of Interstellar Enterprises approached me last month and pitched me plans to exploit more of Ungwilook,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “Judy Ortega? And you’re just now telling me?” her father asked, clearly angry. 
 
    “I needed time to do my due diligence, check some things out, send survey crews to places all across the planet we’ve never looked at. Once the exotics were discovered, everything else was pushed to the back burner.” 
 
    She wanted her father to sit back in amazement at what she’d done so far. Instead, he questioned her every finding and Ortega’s every possible motivation. The dinner became an exhausting test of her knowledge, patience, and mental endurance. It was a lot like her childhood. 
 
    “Well done,” he finally said. “Except for the unacceptable delay in bringing me into the picture.” 
 
    “Come now, Father, what did you teach me about plausible deniability? What if this was doomed to be a flop? Would you still want your name all over it?” 
 
    “Neither of our names need to be on this plan, especially not during the first phase. That’s where most plans fail. What seemed like a great idea in a board meeting becomes less sexy and fun when the hard work starts.” 
 
    “I’ve had nothing but hard work since I arrived in Darklanding,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “Maybe that’s why I sent you here…build your character,” he said. 
 
    “You suspected there was more to Darklanding than exotic minerals and gas mines, didn’t you, Father?” 
 
    He pretended ignorance but relented enough to satisfy her probing curiosity. “My due diligence is pretty deep. Let’s try this again in your office where you have your supporting documentation. Right now, I need to find Penelope and see if she still wants to be my girlfriend.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE: The Swimming Unglok 
 
    Mast sighed at the beauty and wonder of this place, grudgingly admitting that P. C. Dickles was correct. None of the Egoak people were going to explain their secrets. They were showing off, and it was wonderful to see, but none of their diving and swimming made much sense to a pair of humans set on using submersible ships to explore the flooded caverns. 
 
    "I'm very impressed," Dickles said. "But we've wasted an entire day. I knew this wouldn't work.” 
 
    A new group of swimmers emerged from the water. They dragged long vines that were heavy with multicolored leaves. Primarily dark green or red, there were other buds of plant matter Mast had heard of but never believed he would see—white, pink, yellow, and orange. Vivid violet and crystalline blue. 
 
    "It's like a rainbow," Quark said. "I've never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Even Dickles was on his feet. "Should we help them drag it in?" 
 
    "No, we should muchly not do that. They would think we are trying to claim some of it for ourselves.” Mast moved close, but was careful not to intrude upon their work. 
 
    "What is it?" Quark asked. 
 
    "Some kind of algae?” Dickles said. 
 
    "It is what tigi was originally fermented from, far better than peaches. Legends of the first tigi say it had magical powers and would one day lead to great things for the people of Ungwilook.” 
 
    “Really?” Quark asked. 
 
    The young man’s amazement was refreshing. Mast was glad he had come. 
 
    At the same time, Quark was expressing his fascination, P. C. Dickles was cursing and backing away. "No, no, no. That's all we need is more drunken mischief in Darklanding. I have a hard-enough time getting my human workers sober. Now I'm back to having my Ungloks asking for tigi days.” 
 
    “A tigi day is a wonderful thing!" Mast said. "This is the original source of my people’s favorite drink. If they have the recipe as well, this will be a great day! A muchly great day indeed.” 
 
    “Uh, I heard them talking about taking this stuff to some other village for fermentation. Didn’t know what they were jabbering about at the time. My Unglok isn’t real good,” Quark said. “Sounded dangerous and like not a lot of them came back.” 
 
    “We will cross that bridge when we come upon it,” Mast said.  
 
    "I'm worried about my crews getting distracted. With my luck, they'll all run off on some sort of spirit quest to find the distillery,” Dickles said. “Why are you taking your clothing off?” 
 
    “I am inspired by my people, not that the Egoak are of my tribe, but we are all one people here on Ungwilook, are we not?" 
 
    "Not you, I was talking to Quark.” 
 
    "I'm a really good swimmer," Quark said. 
 
    "I'm not paying you if you go down there and get confused and swim into a dark cave and get yourself killed," Dickles said. 
 
    Quark frowned. "I wouldn't expect you to pay me if I was killed or drowned. That's ridiculous." 
 
    "I'm about done with this place, Mast Jotham. Can we skip the swim and just go back to Darklanding so I can spend half the day on a transport to the mines?” 
 
    "You must learn to relax! Have some fun, Foreman Dickles!” 
 
    “You know I can't swim." 
 
    "I did not know that. Perhaps it would be foolish for you to get in the water. Your admission is making me wonder, very muchly wonder, how you can go down in a submarine and not be constantly in fear," Mast said. 
 
    He ran to the water, as did many other adults and children from the village. Apparently, the live tigi vines were a signal that everyone should go crazy and dive into the water. Even the musicians threw down their instruments and hurled themselves into the chaos. There was still music because everyone was singing. 
 
    Using the strength he had built training with Sheriff Fry, Mast dove far into the water. His technique was substandard. He belly-flopped spectacularly. The Egoak tribespeople laughed, pointed, and then imitated him again and again. It became a new game they all played, young and old. 
 
    P. C. Dickles stood on the beach grumbling with a few old Unglok women fussing around him, offering him food and examining the strangeness of his SagCon jumpsuit.  
 
    Hundreds of yards of the tigi vines were dragged onto the beach. A select group of villagers carefully rolled them so that none of the flowers or buds were crushed. 
 
    Mast returned to the beach several times to check on Dickles, but always went back to the water. He went deeper each time. There was a strange world below the surface. Sunlight streaked down through the crystalline water, refracting through the tigi vines being pulled over the surface. The leaves spread out as though they had been waiting to be released. He looked up in amazement as Unglok children played on the larger mats of floating leaves. More than a few adults tried the same and sank. 
 
    He surfaced, took a breath, then swam straight down as far as he could go. The professional divers worked this area, grabbing handholds to pull themselves into shallow caves or just deeper in the overall concavity of the lake. The mountain waterway was a crater of sorts, ancient and mysterious. 
 
    Mast observed how it was done and tried to imitate them. Again and again, he went up for air and came back down, each time making better progress. Some of the divers sought out coils of the tigi and struggled to bring them up where they floated after they expanded. Teams of Ungloks pulled the vines out of the water. Others harvested clams and shellfish. A very quick group of Unglok men and women spearfished the shallower parts. 
 
    What am I seeing now? Mast thought. He floated in the water before a wall of stone that was barely visible. The cliffs above the lake cast a shadow on the area. The water was cold. None of the other swimmers ventured this way. It was as though they felt it was haunted or at least bad luck. Perhaps it was simply not a good place to fish. 
 
    Stretching across the rock surface like spiderwebs were veins of exotic ore like he'd never seen. 
 
    Mast stayed where he was longer than he should have. He was out of air and not a great swimmer to begin with. The excitement of seeing tigi vines that he hadn't believed to be real was wearing off. A different kind of excitement and dread filled him now. SagCon survey crews had never been this way. If they had, they would've placed the SagCon mines here. 
 
    He swam to the surface in a somber mood and did not speak to Dickles or Quark on the return trip to Darklanding. 
 
    "The old women actually gave me some good tips," Dickles said as they walked away from the glider after they landed. "I've been thinking about what they said the entire flight back.” 
 
    "We are not flying. We were only gliding," Mast said glumly. 
 
    "Fine, we were only gliding," Dickles said. He shook his head and made a slightly confused face. "Those old women seem to know a lot about exotic ore. They didn't solve my submarine problem, but they did point out several of the exotic minerals that are actually easier to extract from the mountains in a water environment. At least I think that's what they said. And they talked about A99, which has never been located on this planet.” 
 
    "I am glad your trip was successful. I must return to my domicile and sleep. The tigi they served us was very strong. Perhaps it is best they cannot make it themselves without help from the distant and magical village," Mast said. 
 
    “You know what, Mast, I like you. I really do," Dickles said. "But you're awful moody. What happened to all that enthusiasm and positivity?" 
 
    "I am very tired. Good evening to you, Mister Dickles.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX: Lovers’ Quarrel 
 
    Thaddeus waited until the host of the Red Door walked away, then slid Shaunte's earing across the table. "He was too embarrassed to call you when they found this." 
 
    "I've been looking for this!" Shaunte said. She leaned across the small table and kissed him on the lips. "Thank you, Sheriff Fry." 
 
    "Never you mind, little lady. It's all in a day’s work.” 
 
    They laughed and made senseless, new couple conversation until the waiter arrived to take their order. 
 
    "We’ll each have the Melborn strip steak and seasonal vegetables, well done for the lady, barely dead for me,” Thaddeus said, ordering wine as well. "Please bring a dessert menu after the meal." 
 
    Shaunte seemed pleased. It wasn't just the expense of the dessert, and the meal in general, but his commitment to spending extra time at the table with her. Lately, they'd always been rushing off to manage one crisis or another. Her emergencies always involved the imminent collapse of Darklanding as the financial clock ticked down. His callouts were always about violence or thievery. 
 
    "I almost miss bad guys like Ike and White Skull,” Thaddeus said. "I need something to break the monotony of my current caseload." 
 
    "Don't forget Dregg and Dedra. Those two will make you change your mind about wanting a challenge," Shaunte said. 
 
    Thaddeus knew she had a lot to talk about, and probably a million things on her mind. Right now, she was just watching him and listening like everything he said was the most interesting thing in the world. She was putting him on a pedestal. He didn't mind at all. 
 
    "You're right. Those incidents seemed a lot less fun when they were happening. I guess I should be glad my current informants are leading me straight to the thieves and smugglers. All I need is more time and a few more deputies, and I might actually keep up with the crime wave.” 
 
    "Thaddeus Fry, are you wining and dining me just so you can ask for a bigger budget?" 
 
    He laughed. “I'm sure you will have one for me in eighteen months." 
 
    The food came and they began to eat, enjoying some of the best cuisine available in the Wilok system. Something was bothering her. Something she was avoiding with pleasant conversation. He shouldn’t complain because he was getting her undivided attention. This would be their best date yet, and they’d had some good ones since his return from Centauri Prime. 
 
    “What’s on your mind, Shaunte?” 
 
    She pushed the last pieces of steak around her plate. “This was really delicious. Why don’t we come here more often?” 
 
    “Because it would bankrupt both of us,” he said. 
 
    Music played softly. A candle cast gentle shadows around their small piece of reality. 
 
    “I’m going to save Darklanding, maybe all of Ungwilook. But I’m worried. If you asked me what price was too high for prosperity, I wouldn’t have had an answer. Now I’ve seen the good times and the bad times. It does things to people, changes them and the world they live in,” she said. 
 
    “Kind of like war,” he said. 
 
    “Maybe. I believe in what I am about to do, but I didn’t ask the Ungloks or even the SagCon workers what they wanted. There are nights I lie awake thinking Ungwilook would have been better off if we’d never found the system,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “We’ve done some good. We’re trying not to do more harm. Of all the Company Men I’ve encountered, you’re most fair to your workers. 
 
    She sat up very straight. “I’m more than fair. What more do they want from me?” 
 
    “Hospitals, schools, infrastructure.” 
 
    “Those things don’t always work out like people think. But you’re right. If my plans come to fruition, they’ll have all those things and more. Mast Jotham told me about a village he visited recently. Wonderful people having a traditional festival. Lots of swimming and music, I gather. Not all of what he said made sense, but the picture he painted for me was very pure—unspoiled by SagCon or humanity in general.” 
 
    “You spoke to Mast?” 
 
    “Briefly. He was looking for you very muchly.” She giggled. 
 
    “Are you drunk, Shaunte? Because maybe I need to catch up and make my move.” 
 
    “Oh, Thad. What am I going to do?” 
 
    “Take me home with you.” 
 
    She swatted him on the arm. “Well of course, but I meant about Darklanding.” 
 
    “Do your job.” 
 
    “Not helpful. I define my job. I could live in a luxury space liner and only peek in on the operation twice a year, just collect my salary while I spent my time pursuing other business ventures. Or leverage my available credit to live like a vid star. That’s what the last Company Man did. Or was it the one before him. You get my point.” 
 
    “I do, Shaunte.” 
 
    “I’ve had an offer from someone I trust. A person my father respects. Right now, I am struggling to keep the SagCon mining operation running.” She sipped her wine. “There is a lot more to Ungwilook than the underwater mines.” 
 
    Thad listened. He worried she was getting herself in deeper than any sane person would dare. He’d heard of bargains that companies made with the devil during hard times. Was this such a deal? He wasn’t sure he would know even if she shared the details. 
 
    “There is a way to expand everything. Diversify. Broaden the infrastructure and the investment funds. The mines would be a much smaller part of the Ungwilook economy. It’d be easier to make omelets everyday if all my eggs weren’t in one basket. Oh, maybe that analogy needs work. I need you to take me home, Thaddeus Fry. Right now.” 
 
    Thad called for the check and paid without looking at the numbers on the price screen. His stomach saw the bill, it seemed, because he developed a sour pain in his gut as soon as he swiped his wrist across the reader. Shaunte normally paid these bills, but she was drunk and vulnerable. He didn’t want to take advantage of her wealth. For all he knew, she didn’t have the money she appeared to have. He’d met a lot of rich people who weren’t rich. 
 
    He focused on the sound of her voice, the grace of her movements, and the way her hair smelled when they were close. Some of the best times with Shaunte were when neither of them were talking. Her presence brought him peace and fulfillment that would have sent him running if he wasn’t already caught. 
 
    They walked home. None of the desperate men gathered around warming fires dared look at him. His reputation was well established. Only the drunk or very desperate challenged him these days. That would happen tomorrow when he went to work. Everyone resisted arrest because SagCon Central Security, an entity he hadn’t dealt with during his early days on the planet, had filed for hard labor sentences. Stealing from the corporation, or any corporation, even a rival, meant a sentence of asteroid mining or deep space exploration. No one came back. 
 
    His chances of quietly talking a suspect into handcuffs decreased each day the financial crisis sharpened, and with it, the desperation of Darklanding’s residents. Your mind is wandering. Knock it off. You’re going home with a beautiful woman who is in love with you. Pay attention, Fry-man. 
 
    The job was the job, and the situation was what it was. Darklanding was full of all the action one spaceport couldn’t hold. 
 
    Now he understood how much he could’ve gotten away with had he been a bad cop. No one cared right now. As long as exotics flowed into the Melborn-affiliated systems, the Sheriff of Darklanding had free rein. No budget, but complete autonomy when choosing his methods. For him, that meant something like the Uniform Code of Justice—firm but fair. He didn’t want chaos, he wanted the rule of law. 
 
    Tonight, all this meant was that no one in their right mind crossed Thaddeus Fry willingly; not on Darklanding. 
 
    “Judy Ortega sent teams of surveyors. I sent my own, and confirmed her results, but I worry this is too good to be true,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “Judy Ortega? Of Interstellar Enterprises?” 
 
    Shaunte waved away his comment as though he weren’t talking about one of the five most influential venture capitalists in the galaxy. 
 
    “What if my father does his usual thing, moves in and takes over? Throws me a dividend package and some awards for my resume? What then?” 
 
    Thad didn’t know what to say. 
 
    “My father threw his girlfriend away just to ask me what I was up to, and that was before he knew the details.” 
 
    “You mean my ex-wife?” 
 
    “Yes, Thaddeus, I’m talking about your ex-wife. Is that a problem? Are you going to defend her now, maybe run off and comfort her while she’s alone and vulnerable?” 
 
    “What did your father do to get rid of her?” 
 
    “He said he needed her to be your partner for a while, clean up Darklanding.” 
 
    Thad laughed. “She’s too smart for that kind of trick. I bet she saw through it immediately and just left the restaurant to give you two time to talk shop.” 
 
    “You’re still standing up for her. Seems like you think she’s smarter than me or my father,” Shaunte said. “What was the attraction between you two? I can be an ice queen-bitch-hardass if that’s what you like.” 
 
    “Stop it, Shaunte. You know that’s not how it is. Why haven’t I seen my new deputy, if that’s what she is?” 
 
    Shaking her head free of the anger and jealousy, Shaunte stepped close and laced one arm through his, urging him to walk. “I’m still mad at you, but you’re right this time. She left the planet. My father went after her.” 
 
    “Did we just have a fight? And does that mean we can make up?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN: What Quark Knows 
 
    “You look tired,” Mast said as he strode into Thad’s office at the Cornelius Vandersun Correctional Facility and Rehab center. The room was small. His desk faced a row of cells with titanium bars. Several escape prevention systems were invisible. 
 
    “You mean muchly tired, I assume. Wasn’t sure that was you for a second. Are you taking the language course over again?” Thad said. Something was wrong with his deputy. 
 
    “Leslie Stargazer told me I use the word ‘muchly’ too frequently. She was drunk, but probably telling the truth. She’s a straight shooter, tells it like it is, doesn’t hold back, gives me the four-one-one like a boss lady is what she is saying every day,” Mast said. 
 
    “That’s the story you’re going with? Are sure there’s not something else you need to tell me?” 
 
    Mast blushed. “Um, no, Sheriff Fry. The trip to Egoak Village was very nice. They make me proud to be an Unglok.” 
 
    “You look like your dog died.” 
 
    “No. Maximus is still here, staying muchly close to the Sheriff of Darklanding instead of Mast Jotham these days.” 
 
    Thaddeus wondered if the Unglok could be jealous of the pig-dog-thing, but Maximus wasn’t his dog any more than he was Mast’s pet. “We should stop treating him differently because he walks on four legs.” 
 
    “Are you being politically correct?” Mast asked. 
 
    Thaddeus had never heard the term. 
 
    “One of the history books you told me to read spends a lot of time on the pros and cons of being politically correct,” Mast said. “I believe it may be an oxymoron.” 
 
    “I don’t like secrets,” Thad said. 
 
    “Leslie Stargazer says secrets are fun.” 
 
    Thad needed to disrupt his friend’s thoughts, get past his excuses. “You’ve been spending a lot of time with her. Is she your girlfriend now?” 
 
    Mast fell sideways, grabbed the small corner chair in Thad’s apartment office, and tipped it over in his attempt to maintain his balance. “I am not that kind of Unglok!” 
 
    “Got something against human women?” 
 
    “Well, not to offend you or Miss Plastes, but they are not attractive.” Mast’s face went pale as he considered what they were talking about. 
 
    Thad couldn’t resist the chance to tease his deputy, and maybe he might get the truth during an unguarded moment. “I heard Leslie has a thing for Ungloks. She’s digging the Mast.” 
 
    “What are you muchly saying? It makes no sense. Explain this to me, no, wait, muchly do not explain. Leslie does not have the hots for Mast Jotham. She only harasses him about the way he talks. I know, because I muchly am Mast Jotham!” 
 
    “Settle down, buddy. I was just pulling your chain.” 
 
    “Please don’t.” 
 
    Thad crossed his arms, staring at the Unglok. Something was going on. His friend was holding back. “Well, let’s get to work then. Give me your weekly report and let’s plan our next move. I’m thinking smugglers in sector three should be our focus.” 
 
    Thad scrutinized Mast’s report, the strange and artistic digital version, as well as the spoken summary. The way the Unglok wrote Galactic Standard suggested he spent long hours crafting each letter of every word, like he was an ancient monk hoping the massive tome of literature would endure the ages. 
 
    The first word of each paragraph was heavily illuminated. Each page contained pictures and diagrams in bright colors. 
 
    “Your written summary of the Egoak Village expedition is almost entirely pictures. Kudos on learning to swim, by the way.” 
 
    “I have always known how to swim, more or less,” Mast said. 
 
    “And you took a glider to the mountain village? You hate flying.” 
 
    “Gliding is not flying.” 
 
    “It kind of is, Mast. Think about it.” 
 
    “Mast Jotham would rather not consider the similarities.” 
 
    Thad read the report while Mast sat lost in his own thoughts. “Pretty standard stuff, except for your attempt to help P. C. Dickles. Too bad you both came up emptyhanded.” 
 
    “Mister Dickles seemed satisfied. He made some of the elder Unglok women of Egoak Village his girlfriends.” 
 
    Thad let loose a belly laugh. “Did you just make a joke?” 
 
    “If that is a joke, it is muchly…I mean…very easy. Perhaps I will do it twenty-four/seven.” 
 
    “Uh, pump the brakes, Deputy Jotham. Crawl before you walk.” 
 
    Mast raised one eyebrow to convey his skepticism of this advice. “Fine. I must go to my domicile and sleep.” 
 
    “You’re dismissed. Get some rest.” 
 
    Thad studied the reports long after Mast left. Whatever the Unglok was hiding, he’d meticulously left it out of his reports. That didn’t mean there weren’t clues. Informants were important in the world of law enforcement. Catching criminals had become easier by orders of magnitude the day Thad learned how to turn a confidential informant, or CI, as they were known to cops and special investigators. 
 
    Step one: find the right informant. 
 
    Mast had kept his secret but revealed someone who probably couldn’t keep quiet if his life depended on it. Quark Guthrie was too young and eager to please to resist a skilled interrogation, or that was what Thad was betting on. 
 
    He looked up Quark’s address and headed that way. Maximus trotted beside him, tongue lolling out to one side as he huffed and snorted and grunted like the Glakridozian Thad remembered from before the hunter tried to kill him. 
 
    "Good to have you back, boy," Thaddeus said. 
 
    Maximus rolled his eyes as though to say "really, you're calling me a boy?" 
 
    Quark Guthrie lived in a simple housing unit. The prefabricated trailer was clean and well-maintained without a single embellishment or decoration. The gravel space that served as a yard was in order, and the numbers beside the door had been recently painted. Thaddeus knocked and waited a short time before the young junior foreman answered. 
 
    "Good morning, Sheriff. Sorry it took me so long to answer. I've been catching up on sleep. Once every two weeks, I get to come home and rack out. The rest of the time I sleep on one of the cots at the mines. You’re lucky to catch me here today," Quark said, then laughed. “That was kind of like a joke. You know, you caught me, like you're chasing me because I'm a criminal. Ha, ha, ha." 
 
    "Don't quit your day job. Standup comedy is a rough gig, or so I hear." Thaddeus stepped inside without asking, aware that his online LEO training advised against such an imposition. Fortunately, he wasn't searching for evidence and thus it couldn't be suppressed in a trial as fruit of the poisonous tree. Anything he seized of evidentiary value at this point would be a violation of Melborn’s oldest constitutional amendments. 
 
    "Yes, sure, come on in, Sheriff. The only chairs I have are at the kitchen table. Have a seat," Quark said. “What can I do for you?" 
 
    Thaddeus pulled out his work tablet and showed the young man a page of Mast’s report. 
 
    "Nice! Mine aren’t nearly that good.” 
 
    Thaddeus put away the tablet in the large pocket of his coat. "My deputy is humble. It's an Unglok thing. We talked about the village, but only enough to make me curious. I wish I'd gone. It seems like it was amazing.” 
 
    "Oh, yes, it was. We all went swimming, except for Dickles. He was talking to some old women near the food tables. Maybe he was hungry or something. But I think he can't swim.” 
 
    Thaddeus nodded and listened, prompting the young man to continue whenever he paused but not asking any specific questions yet. As a story teller, Quark rambled, relying on his own excitement to keep his audience enthralled. 
 
    “Then Mast came out of the water, but this time, he looked tired. Just beat-down like he’d worked a double shift. I asked him what was wrong and he blathered on about what a fantastic village Egoak was.” 
 
    “What else did he say?” 
 
    Quark shrugged. “Just more of the same. Hey, do you mind if I finish my nap? I’m pretty tired. Holding on to that Unglok glider really wears a guy out. Do you want to hear about that part?” 
 
    “Another time,” Thad said. “If you think of anything else about the Egoak experience, let me know. I’d like to help Dickles out of this jam. And I worry about my deputy. He seems bummed out.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. For sure. I like Jotham. He’s a solid Glok, I mean Unglok.” 
 
    “Get some sleep, Quark.” Thad left to ponder if he’d learned anything of value. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT: Judy Ortega 
 
    Shaunte spent the morning selecting her outfit. She spent more time bathing and grooming than she did for a date with Thaddeus. Every scrap of confidence would be needed for this meeting. Wondering if she'd shaved her legs properly or put on deodorant would be distractions she didn't need. 
 
    Judy Ortega was a miracle worker and a ball-buster. The fact that Shaunte's father respected her spoke volumes of her ability and corporate status. If there was a list of the galaxy's most influential people, Ortega would be right up there with Cornelius Vandersun and Tiberius Plastes. This negotiation had to go flawlessly. And even then, Shaunte was playing with fire. 
 
    Instructions for the meeting arrived on the small device Shaunte now wore on her wrist. She looked at the screen and groaned. Her outfit was all wrong because now she had to walk. Ortega wanted to meet on a small landing strip near the edge of the Darklanding mesa. 
 
    She changed her shoes, something stylish but comfortable, then hopped a trolley to the edge of town. From there she walked briskly, mindful of Thad’s constant admonishments to stay alert. Darklanding wasn't a safe place for young attractive women with too much money. Or that was what he told her often. 
 
    Never mind that SagCon owned the place down to the last ounce of water or trace of exotic ore, and she was the Company Man. 
 
    The landing strip was small, and completely ringed with Judy Ortega's security detail. She knew how good they were because of Thaddeus. They'd had many discussions on what type of security she might need one day and how to select them. These men and women wore combat kit, not the full armor needed for war fighting, but load-bearing vests with ammunition, weapons, and light body armor underneath. They had partial helmets with visors and communication boom microphones. Each operator seemed alert, constantly scanning their zone of responsibility for threats. 
 
    Ortega stood twenty strides out from her private ship, a simple but expensive starship that was capable of operating in any atmosphere. This made her think briefly of P. C. Dickles and his persistent requests for submarines and other underwater mining tools. She pushed away the distraction. The woman before her deserved all her attention, just like a deadly animal that couldn’t be ignored. 
 
    Shaunte walked confidently forward and thrust out her hand in greeting. Ortega shook it, her grip firm and dry. 
 
    "Welcome to Darklanding, Mrs. Ortega.” 
 
    The woman shook her hand, not bothering to speak. All she did was study Shaunte without revealing a single thought. Confidence and patience were the name of the game with the founder and CEO of Interstellar Enterprises. 
 
    “Would you like to continue in my office, or another location? I have several I can suggest. Each have been checked for security threats, physical and cyber, and meet SagCon’s high standards,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “But do they meet your standards? I suspect you don't limit yourself with the status quo." Her smile was perfectly timed to relax Shaunte. "I'm sorry, I always come across a bit harsh when I meet somebody in person for the first time." 
 
    "Not a problem." 
 
    "Walk with me." 
 
    Shaunte matched the older woman’s stride, realizing she needed to get in shape and maintain it. Judy Ortega wasn't as physically intimidating as Penelope Fry-Grigman but was definitely someone who had a personal trainer and probably spent some time in one of the ultra-secret boot camps few people could afford. Her posture was erect and she had a swagger like a professional kickball player. 
 
    They arrived at the very edge of the plateau and stared at the sun climbing over Transport Canyon. 
 
    Ortega crossed her arms. "Beautiful. This view might be worth the trip even if you and I can't come to common ground. Have you seen the rest of the planet?" 
 
    And there it was. Shaunte braced herself as if every question were a chess move, requiring a calculated counter-move. Every word was important. There was no small talk. Judy Ortega was far older than she looked, and while she might play games, she never appeared as though that was what she was doing. “Not all of it is stunning. Could this view be an advertisement for tourism? Sure.” 
 
    Ortega smiled. “Big money in tourism…potentially. Also vacation homes for the ultra-rich. Gated communities. Neighborhoods with private security on par with the best militaries in the galaxy. But you may be getting ahead of yourself, Shaunte.” 
 
    “I was only commenting on the view. Tourism is the wrong angle for Ungwilook.” 
 
    “Is it?” Ortega asked. “Mining for exotic minerals seems to have hit a snag. Why not exploit every option?" 
 
    "You and I both know that we could turn this entire planet into a theme park and it wouldn’t make as much money as a fully functioning exotic mine," Shaunte said, feeling more confident now—which was probably a mistake. 
 
    "There's plenty of space for military research and development…or for training a secret fighting force.” 
 
    Shaunte didn't react. The woman might know about her father's special provision for TerroCom, but she wasn't going to be the one to spill the beans if this wasn't the case. 
 
    Ortega continued. “You read my opinion of analysis document." 
 
    Shaunte interrupted. "Where you made no firm commitments, nor did you reveal your opinions." 
 
    Ortega nodded. "That's how it's done. I'm sure they taught you that at university. But let's move on. One of the most important aspects of this planet is a lack of population density. There is room for almost anything. Humans can breathe the air, so that's nice. There are natural resources, also a plus. Some people might think it's beautiful, especially when the sun comes up.” 
 
    "And it's owned by SagCon.” 
 
    “Which you represent with complete authority in the Wilok system,” Ortega replied. 
 
    Shaunte felt the pump to her ego as though the woman had grabbed her and started massaging her neck while whispering sweet nothings in her ear. She kept her mouth shut and refused to take the bait. Accepting the praise would be bad. Denying it would be worse. 
 
    "I am Interstellar Enterprises." Ortega let the statement hang in the air like a cloud of A19 looking for Ungloks to lay low. 
 
    “Are we bragging now? Because I've handled more labor disputes, near riots, and crime sprees than any Company Man before me. You, of all people, understand this experience makes me overqualified for almost any CEO position a person of my age might apply for.” 
 
    Ortega put her gaze on Shaunte and held it like a band saw she was about to start up. "You've done more than any Company Man I've ever known. And I've known a few. I'm not just speaking of Darklanding. Most people in this position just take the dividends and find mistresses to spend it on." 
 
    Shaunte nearly responded but was glad she didn't. 
 
    "Most of your decisions have been wrong. Your judgment is faulty. Your strategic analysis is weak. The only thing that's kept you going is luck, your looks, your father, and that sheriff who can't take no for an answer and has somehow learned to be a lawman with no real training. Maybe your real knack is surrounding yourself with the right people." 
 
    The words smashed through Shaunte's mind like a tornado. She told herself it was just an attempt to unbalance her, insults meant to hurt her where she was most vulnerable. If that's what it was, then Ortega had done an excellent job. Every statement ripped open a wound. She felt tears welling up in her eyes and knew she would start screaming if one of them fell. 
 
    “Are you strong enough for this?” Ortega asked. 
 
    Shaunte wanted to slap her. Instead, she buried her emotions so deep, her father couldn’t have sensed them if he were here. “Strong enough for what?” 
 
    Ortega seemed disappointed but continued her challenge. “I was looking for a confident yes, but answering blindly would have been predictable and wrong-headed, I suppose.” 
 
    Shaunte waited. She didn’t need this woman. No matter what happened, this had to be an equal partnership. 
 
    “I came here looking for someone worthy of my mentorship. Perhaps a partnership is more in order," Ortega said. "What I'm going to tell you next is meant to show trust, not to bully you." 
 
    Shaunte crossed her arms. 
 
    "Not only do I have complete control of Interstellar Enterprises, I recently bought out the Vandersun share of the Sagittarian Conglomerate.” 
 
    “That's only twenty percent. Hardly a controlling interest," Shaunte said, knowing what Ortega's response would be. 
 
    “You’re sweet. I like playing this game with you. Twenty percent is a huge share of a corporation the size of SagCon. Worlds could be purchased for less. And with twenty percent and a few friends… I can change the direction of SagCon. Your father knows this. You should understand it as well.” 
 
    “Leave my father out of this.” 
 
    “Gladly.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE: Dickles Gets Serious 
 
    P. C. Dickles looked over his shoulder, feeling guiltier than he’d ever felt in his life. This was wrong, dangerous, and humiliating. But what else could he do? The mines were his life. There was no other way to save them. 
 
    He paused near the Mother Lode, hiding in the shadows to avoid men he knew from the mines—two supervisors and a group of line workers. When their drunken revelry had moved past him, he pulled up the hood of his jacket and hurried toward his objective. The neighborhood around the saloon wasn’t the best. There were worse and that was where he soon found himself—right in the middle of the poorest Unglok slum. 
 
    The people he sought were human, although the longer ShadEcon operated in Darklanding, the more natives they accepted into their ranks. Business was business, especially when it was smuggling, extortion, and scams. 
 
    Once, about a year ago, he’d been to the ShadEcon representative seeking a loan to bail out one of his workers. The old sheriff had been on the local mafia’s payroll, receiving a kickback from each customer who sold their lives to ShadEcon to pay “legal fees.” 
 
    Thankfully, the loan hadn’t gone through and it turned out his employee hadn’t needed it after all. Death had a way of erasing debt. 
 
    The building was low and narrow, almost an afterthought plugged in between two warehouses. He went inside and stood like a fool. “Hello? Am I in the right place? I was given this address by…” 
 
    A small man with two oversized bodyguards stepped through a curtain of plastic strips, the kind used in warehouses where goods were moved too frequently for a regular door. Something about the way the bodyguards pushed aside the plastic strips made Dickles think of a mortuary. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter who sent you,” the small man said. He snapped his fingers and pointed where he wanted his bodyguards to stand. One man had a shotgun, the other a baseball bat. 
 
    “I guess not. Are you…” 
 
    The small man waved his hand and shook his head. “No need to be so formal. Names? What do names matter?” 
 
    “Right. Gotcha. You probably don’t even have a name,” Dickles said, realizing immediately he had offended the man. 
 
    “What are you trying to say, that I don’t have a father? I’m a bastard, is that it?” 
 
    “No, I just was trying to agree I don’t need to know who you are.” Dickles fumbled the words. He wanted to be gone from this shady “office.” He wished he’d never come. 
 
    “Relax, Dickles. It was a joke. Jokes are good. They keep people from killing each other,” the small man said. “You want a submarine. I have a submarine. We should make a deal.” 
 
    “Okay, great. Can I see it now?” 
 
    “Hold on, now you don’t trust me? I thought you were a stand-up guy. What’s with all the suspicion? You must be a cop,” the small man said, intensely disappointed. 
 
    “I’m not a cop.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s talk business. What can you offer me for the one and only small-space submarine on the planet of Ungwilook? The only ship made for underwater cave navigation that exists in this system… Did you hear me on that part? It’s the only one on the planet, the only one in this system, the only one you’ll ever see. Very valuable. Priceless to the right person.” 
 
    “I have 8,760 credits and can borrow another thousand by next week,” Dickles said. 
 
    “That’s good, P. C. Real good. I’ll need a hundred thousand and a proof of funds for two hundred and fifty thousand more.” 
 
    Dickles stared in stunned disbelief. His brain couldn’t process the information, which didn’t stop his mouth from betraying him. “What’s the two hundred and fifty for?” 
 
    “That’s the late fee when you miss a payment. Don’t laugh, everyone misses a payment. Only God knows why, but everyone does. That’s why we put these penalties in place. It’s doing you a favor, trust me. A large late fee keeps people honest, helps prevent boys and girls from borrowing more than they’re good for.” 
 
    “Um, what happens if you’re late paying the two hundred and fifty?” 
 
    “We kill you, of course,” the small man said. “But not slowly. If that makes you feel any better.” 
 
    “It doesn’t!” 
 
    The small man laughed. “It never does. I have your attention, yes?” 
 
    Dickles stared at his hands. Scars and callouses showed how hard he’d worked and for how long. He didn’t care about money or fame. All he wanted was the planet’s deepest secrets. That was what it was all about, going deeper than anyone had gone before. 
 
    “Do we have a deal, Mister Dickles?” the small man said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fantastic!” He threw an arm around Dickles. “Let’s go see your submarine. For a small additional fee, I will have it delivered to the mines.” 
 
    Dickles fought down nausea. 
 
    “That was another joke! No extra charge. What good is this thing if you can’t transport it to the most inconveniently flooded SagCon mines? You and I are going to be good friends. Very rich, very good friends indeed.” 
 
    “Where did you get the submarine?” 
 
    “It’s been here since the operation began. Part of some contingency plan that was never implemented.” 
 
    “Why didn’t the Company Man just give me this one when I asked? I don’t understand,” Dickles said, suddenly tired of being ushered through the warehouse by the overly friendly gangster. 
 
    “She probably forgot she had it. Or the Company Man before her forgot to keep it on the books. Digital records aren’t that reliable. One push of a button, and a fortune is made or lost. Tragic.” 
 
    “Someone would discover that kind of scam. Otherwise, everyone would do it,” Dickles said, carefully removing the man’s arm from his shoulders so he could walk more naturally. 
 
    “No, everyone would not do it because we would break their legs first. There has to be honor among thieves, or war. Honor is cheaper when people follow the rules and pay their debts,” the small man said. “Never forget that.” 
 
    Dickles nodded and moved into the middle of a large room the small man had brought him to. In the middle was a submarine large enough for four people. Clipped to the exterior were storage boxes and cages. 
 
    “There is some assembly required, of course,” the small man of ShadEcon said. 
 
    “Sure. No problem. When can you get it to the mines?” 
 
    “Right away. In like three or four days. Unless you want to pay extra. You’re not our only customer. The people ahead of you in line for our services would need compensation. It’s only fair.” 
 
    Dickles carefully inspected the submarine. “How much to have it delivered immediately?” 
 
    “Fifty thousand credits. I’ll add it to your loan.” 
 
    “Sure. Why not. But it better be there and it better work.” 
 
    “No worries, Mister Dickles. I’m a man of my word.” 
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    The ShadEcon submarine arrived the next day. Dickles worked day and night putting it together. Launching it from the black and gold beach proved a nightmare nearly as miserable as buying the thing from ShadEcon, but he and his crew got it done. 
 
    “Who wants to try it out with me?” 
 
    “I’m with you, sir, all the way,” Quark said. 
 
    “Thanks, Quark. Anyone else?” 
 
    No one raised a hand. After a few awkward moments, the entire crew of mechanics and morbidly curious spectators took a collective step backward. 
 
    “Fine. You’re all a bunch of slackers,” Dickles said. He’d nearly called them cowards, but realized that wasn’t fair and would probably have caused a revolt. Once he showed how safe and reliable the mining submarine was, he’d have more volunteers than he could use. The Company Man had agreed to provide hazardous duty pay to submarine crews if they could recover exotics sufficient to cover the expenses. 
 
    “I hope it works, boss,” a man named Jones said, probably feeling guilty for not stepping forward. 
 
    “If it doesn’t, I’m a dead man,” Dickles muttered. “In you go, Quark. Let’s power this beast up.” 
 
    The submarine was drab, mostly primer and rust. Huge red and white placards warned of nuclear fuel cells, a good feature since running out of power in a deep, dark underwater tunnel would be problematic. The men didn’t like the idea of being irradiated if something went wrong. Dickles was so stressed about his deal with the devils of ShadEcon, he could not have cared less if he had to bathe in plutonium to pilot the thing. 
 
    He climbed into the cockpit. There were three seats designed for humans or Ungloks. That meant plenty of headroom, but the seats were so close together the armrests touched. 
 
    Dickles and Quark carefully followed the startup instructions and completed the tutorial scenarios before descending below the surface of the underground lake—a lake that was a few hundred meters wide and miles deep. 
 
    “This isn’t so bad. I can see pretty good with these cameras,” Quark said. 
 
    “Stay sharp. Watch your gauges. This is just a test run. All I want to do is prove to the crew that it’s safe,” Dickles said. “I’m driving. Just sit there and do what I say.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “But pay attention.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I’ve never assembled a submarine before.” 
 
    “You did an excellent job, Mister Dickles. I bet you learned a lot during all of your failed attempts before the nice gentlemen from SagCon delivered this one. They didn’t look like they were from the company, but they said they were. Who would lie about something like that?” Quark said. “Sorry, sir. Sheriff Fry told me I chatter when I’m nervous.” 
 
    “He’s right. Don’t talk to him about mine business. He’s a lawman, not one of us. He’s got his own problems to handle,” Dickles said. Without really thinking about it, he dove deeper than the manual suggested for the first time underwater. 
 
    Dickles didn’t want to think about what the sheriff might do if he discovered the deal with ShadEcon. Last Dickles had heard, the sheriff and the black marketeers were enemies. Not like other sheriffs who were either too stupid to catch ShadEcon agents or were on their payroll. 
 
    “How do you think Miss Plastes found this submarine when she said it would take eighteen months to order one?” Quark asked. 
 
    A light started flashing on the control panel. 
 
    “This thing has been in a warehouse since we arrived on the planet. Some knucklehead quartermaster forgot it was there, misfiled its information somehow,” Dickles said. 
 
    “Weird. Sir, there are a lot more lights flashing now,” Quark said. 
 
    Dickles didn’t know what half of the warning alerts were. He headed for the surface where he could read the manual without fear of a horrible, crushing death. 
 
    The sub responded sluggishly. 
 
    “I think we’re losing power,” Dickles said, adjusting the controls. 
 
    Quark’s face was as pale as Ungwilook snow. For the first time since they’d known each other, the young man seemed speechless. 
 
    Stars appeared in Dickles’s vision. Making a decision became nearly impossible. He wanted to take a nap, just lie down and rest. 
 
    The sub veered off to one side, climbing toward the surface so slowly the change was imperceptible. 
 
    “I wouldn’t tell the sheriff about the tigi and the Egoak. I wouldn’t. You have to believe me. Wouldn’t tell anyone, or even hint at it. I don’t want anything bad to happen to those people,” Quark said. 
 
    Dickles couldn’t understand half the words the boy…the man was saying. His skin was so pink. 
 
    “At least I won’t have to pay ShadEcon.” 
 
    Quark looked at him askance. “What?” 
 
    The submarine burst from the water, apparently traveling at maximum speed and accelerating as water pressure decreased and buoyancy increased. External cameras showed an explosion of water. Miners and other workers cheered from the shore. 
 
    Dickles opened the hatch and shoved Quark out, then followed. “Why are they cheering us?” 
 
    Quark pointed at the monitor they’d set up before the test dive. “They say we nearly went to the bottom. You meant to do that, right?” 
 
    “Sure, kid.” 
 
    “I’m a grown man, boss.” 
 
    “I know, Quark. I’m just a little lightheaded right now.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “We nearly died,” Dickles said. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN: Leslie Stargazer, Informant 
 
    A crowd of humans left the temporary worker pickup site. They wore battered but clean jumpsuits and grim faces; clean jumpsuits because they hadn’t been to a job site for weeks, grim faces because they were starving and sober. Mast Jotham might not have noticed them, except for one obvious detail—there were so many. The disgruntled crowd overflowed the sidewalks, covering the street so that vehicle traffic was forced to slow. Drivers honked and shook fists at the pedestrians, who grabbed garbage off the street, flung it at cars, and in time, at Mast Jotham. 
 
    “I am muchly sorry there is not more work at the mines,” Mast said. 
 
    An aluminum can bounced off his shoulder. He dodged something else before it could hit his head. 
 
    “Muchly sorry.” 
 
    “Leave him alone. He’s just that stupid Glok deputy,” a man with a faded red bandana said. 
 
    “Gloks are half the problem,” a woman said. 
 
    “Shut your hole. You don’t see them working either, do you?” Red Bandana said. 
 
    Mast saw his people gathered at the mouth of a side street leading to the temporary work pickup depot. None of them spoke. He wondered if they resented him for having employment. 
 
    “Can’t work, can’t leave,” Red Bandana muttered. 
 
    Mast listened to the tired old human as he passed nearby. 
 
    “We all know it’s SagCon doing this. It’s the Company Man’s fault.” 
 
    It seemed to Mast that the man was talking to himself. Which was good. Thaddeus would not like people talking badly about Miss Plastes. This crowd seemed more dangerous each day. It was the second time they had thrown things at Mast Jotham. Fortunately, it was also the second time they decided he was nice guy who didn’t need to be attacked. 
 
    “Yes, that is what I am thinking. Mast Jotham is muchly too nice to be dragged through the streets of Darklanding.” 
 
    He went to the Mother Lode. The first person he recognized in the saloon was Leslie Stargazer. Thaddeus had assured him the woman wasn’t the grammar police. Which was good, because she was always handcuffing someone—to a bed usually. Mast didn’t want to be handcuffed to a bed or anywhere else. 
 
    “Turn up the auto-player! I like this song,” Leslie shouted. 
 
    Her back was to the front door. Mast hurried toward the other side of the room and looked for a seat. If he was able to sit down, his height would be less conspicuous if there were humans on their feet. 
 
    The music was too loud and the machine was out of tune. Dozens of people waited at the bar. The crowd was thick and unruly. 
 
    "I cashed out my company share for this? Give me a drink, dammit," a huge human man said. 
 
    Mast moved around him and pushed between several others to get away from Leslie Stargazer. He was so close to escaping. There was a small table near the wall with an empty chair. 
 
    The crowd shifted, jostling Mast to one side. He ducked his head low and kept his eyes away from where his grammar and syntax nemesis stood harassing a group of men who she said were a bunch of cheap-ass losers who should get the hell out of Darklanding. Mast wished she wouldn't talk like that. He was afraid someone would hit her. 
 
    But they never did. He wondered if they were also afraid of the woman. Most of Darklanding understood they’d be right to fear her; she was more than she seemed—a Space Forces veteran, low-altitude racing competitor, and voted by her peers as most likely to punch someone out by the end of the night. 
 
    Mast reached his destination, sighing in relief as he dropped his butt into the small—for an Unglok—chair. 
 
    “I see you, Mast Jotham!” Leslie had no trouble pushing through the crowd. She flipped back her curly blonde hair with one hand and pushed forward her barely concealed bosom. 
 
    “Unglok women only push forward their chests as a warning they are about to be violent ill,” Mast said when she planted her fists on her hips and stared into his eyes. He was still taller than she was. 
 
    “I’m not a Glok.” 
 
    “That is not a good word to use. Aren’t we friends?” Mast asked. “You hurt my feelings.” 
 
    “Sure, Mast. We’re best friends.” 
 
    “I did not use the word. Are you…happier now?” 
 
    “I’m over the moon, practically orgasmic.” 
 
    “That does not muchly make sense. Agh, I said it. Why must Mast Jotham forget himself in the presence of Leslie, the Bully Girl of the Mother Lode.” 
 
     “Don't think you're going to distract me with that stupid nickname. I'm not afraid to be Dixie’s heavy." She lifted one fist and shook it under Mast’s chin. "You really put me in a tough spot. I have been waiting for you. There’s something I have to show you." 
 
    “I hope it is not another grammar book.” Mast had been intrigued by the book made of paper. Huge and much abused, the reference manual contained all the secrets of Galactic Standard. Sadly, the only reason she had it was to prop open doors and sometimes spank her favorite patrons. Mast had not touched it after learning where it had been in the Mother Lode. 
 
    “Mast, mo-Mast, fo-Mast, ro-Mast…Maaaa-sst,” she sang. “You speak so muchly goodly. You love to speak to me long time.” 
 
    “You’ve been drinking on the job again. Miss Dixie will not be happy.” 
 
    "She'll never know, will she?" 
 
    "You have not drank since Chelsie left Darklanding,” Mast said. 
 
    Leslie shrugged. "I have to drink now because of what I've done. You better appreciate the risk I'm taking." 
 
    “I am thinking I don’t want to know what you’ve done this time. Does it involve spanking an important person?" Mast said, concentrating on his speech with such intensity that it almost hurt. 
 
    She looked up and to the left with only one eyebrow raised, twisting her mouth into a contemplative frown. Mast believed this was a human sign of deception—he’d read it in one of Sheriff Fry’s online law enforcement courses. 
 
    "I'd forgotten all about that,” she said. “Ah, those were better days. But any-who… Come with me. Chop, chop! No time to waste. Get those ridiculously long legs moving. We need to do this and get back before Dixie shows up." 
 
    "Where is Miss Dixie? I haven't seen her for days," Mast asked. 
 
    "Just hurry," she said, rushing up the stairs toward her room. 
 
    Mast took the steps three at a time and easily kept up. "You are very fit for such a small, curly-haired woman.” 
 
    At the top of the stairs, she pumped her fist in the air, then gave him a mock curtsy. "Don't try to sweet talk me, Deputy. But thanks. It's my real hair. I bet you’re wondering if the curtains match the drapes.” 
 
    “Um, I really don’t know if this is something Mast Jotham should be concerned with, or try to understand,” Mast said. 
 
    She grabbed his hand and pulled him into the hallway. 
 
    "What if the people down there—the many, muchly people who are watching us—think I am purchasing your services?" Mast asked. 
 
    "Oh, honey, I already have a bad reputation." Her demeanor changed. She marched to her door and yanked it open. "Inside, Deputy Jotham. You're going to want to talk to this character.” 
 
    Mast ducked into the room, removing his hat as he did so. "I was correct to be afraid of being handcuffed, it seems.” 
 
    Attached to the bed by wrists and ankles, and with a gag in his mouth, was a naked human man. 
 
    "I am not sure you have the right Unglok for whatever it is you're trying to do here," Mast said. "I should be muchly leaving and you should be releasing this individual. He does not look like he is enjoying it." 
 
    "He's an officer for ShadEcon,” she said. 
 
    "I'm not sure this fact makes it better." 
 
    She started toward the side of the bed but turned away from it to cross her arms and face Mast. Her captive thrashed and screamed through the gag. "I think you will be interested to know what this man has to say." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN: The Cost of Doing Business 
 
    “You are a strange and disturbing woman,” Mast said. 
 
    Leslie answered in a whisper. “No need to flatter me. Now convince this man to keep our little conversation confidential.” 
 
    Mast nodded. “Mast Jotham can do this.” He strode across the room and leaned down until his face was inches from the captive ShadEcon officer. 
 
    “Don’t put the gag back in. I’ll fraking die. She nearly suffocated me!” 
 
    “Shhh. Be calm, little human criminal. There are worse fates in the distant canyons of Ungwilook. Creatures who live off human blood.” 
 
    “Uh, how would they do that? I mean, humans aren’t native…” 
 
    “Exactly. Now that they have tasted humans, nothing else will do. They’re insane for human flesh. These creatures are like ten-kilo spiders, but also mammals. Their young need to eat their own weight each day to survive to maturity. I’ve never seen one that can eat an entire human in one meal. Normally, it takes three days, unless the ants come. Or the bats. I think that is what you call them. The flying things with leathery wings and red eyes?” 
 
    The ShadEcon officer gulped. “You’re not going to scare me to silence.” 
 
    Mast looked over his shoulder to Leslie. “All right, you can have him. Take him to the Cave of Despair.” 
 
    “No, no, no! Don’t let her do that. I’ll take my chances with the spiders!” 
 
    “There is one other thing. I can’t believe this is true, but there are many stories among my people of half-human, half-spider monsters.” 
 
    The man’s eyes rolled back in his head, then snapped forward. He yanked on the restraints. “That has to be a lie! You’re sick. What kind of person makes up stuff like that?” 
 
    Mast patted the side of the man’s face. “You are muchly correct. It is unlikely that the spider swarm would use you as a sex slave while they eat you. But why take the chance? It is muchly unnecessary is what I am thinking.” 
 
    “I’m going to get you, Mast Jotham. You’ll pay for this!” the man said. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Mast said. He stood and stepped back. “You may release him…in Transport Canyon. Near Abandonment Rock.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Leslie asked. 
 
    “Yes, very muchly seriously. There is food, water, and shelter there. The local Ungloks are kind to strangers. No spider-things, unfortunately, but he will not be able to find his way back to Darklanding for months.” 
 
    “I don’t know where it is or how to get him there. Not really in my job description.” 
 
    “I will send an Unglok to help you. My people need work even more than the humans do. Do not mistreat him.” Mast left. It took him nearly an hour to find the right group of Ungloks for the job. Only one would show himself to Leslie and the man from ShadEcon. The others would watch from the shadows, following in case something went wrong. He did not enjoy involving his people in such dangerous subterfuge, but credits were credits, and Ungloks had to eat. 
 
    When everything was in order, he went straight to Thaddeus Fry at the exercise yard. “You're making yourself much stronger." 
 
    Thaddeus flipped the massive truck tire a final time and stepped back, wiping sweat from his face with the edge of his shirt. "There hasn't been much time for staying in shape. Shaunte pointed out I am little softer in the middle these days.” 
 
    "Mass Jotham thinks you look exactly the same. Muchly the same." 
 
    "It's good to have you back. In the future, don't worry about how you talk. I understand you fine. Leslie Stargazer can go jump in the lake," Thad said. 
 
    "I do not see why she would want to do that, but I wouldn't stop her. Speaking of the very muchly strong-willed woman, I have to tell you something." 
 
    Thaddeus went to the corner where he kept his gun belt and a dry towel. He wiped himself off and zipped up his jumpsuit. "I need a shower.” 
 
    "Because Miss Shaunte does not like stinking barbarian brutes," Mast said. "This is known. She is right to say this, I am thinking." 
 
    "What's on your mind, partner?" 
 
    "Leslie captured a ShadEcon officer and learned all of his secrets, or most of his secrets, I am thinking. It seems that Mister Dickles has done something drastic." 
 
    “Great. I thought we were done with ShadEcon. What would the top mining foreman for SagCon need from them?” 
 
    "A submarine." 
 
    “Why am I not surprised that ShadEcon just happens to have a submarine lying around in case the mines were flooded. Maybe they have a new source of tigi and a couple of crates of Melborn whiskey as well," Thaddeus said. 
 
    "They have already charged Mister Dickles a large amount of interest on his loan to pay for the underwater ship. I am not sure I heard the human numbers correctly, but I believe it is near a half-million credits now." 
 
    Thaddeus cursed. "He'll never pay that back. Even if he strikes a massive vein of exotics and is able to excavate it, they’ll pump that interest forever. He’ll never pay it back.” 
 
    "If he doesn't pay it back, which he won't, they will kill him most publicly. Leslie figured out that they don't want him to make good on the loan. The leadership of ShadEcon feels they need to make an example of someone in Darklanding. Mister Dickles has been set up to fill that role. His end will be bigly bad." 
 
    "It sucks to be him," Thad said. "We can't let this happen. I read some case studies of what happens when ShadEcon gets complete control of an economy. I won't let that happen to Shaunte." 
 
    "I, Mast Jotham, agree. We will save Darklanding without tigi.” 
 
    “Tigi? That was random. Wait, there’s something you’re not telling me. I had an interesting conversation with Quark after you three came back from Egoak Village,” Thad said. 
 
    Mast knew that he should not speak of tigi. The sheriff would understand why he wanted to protect the simple villagers, but once the cat was out of the bag, it was hard to put back in. How long before Mast was telling everyone he met about the wondrous discovery? 
 
    He held his mouth shut and clenched his fists, then finally broke. "I muchly shouldn't tell you. There is tigi vine in Egoak Lake. The villagers swim down and pull it up. They catch fish and harvest plants and get many things from the water. I did not want to say anything because my people will swarm into the mountains to find this most pure source of our drink." 
 
    Thaddeus crossed his arms and gave Mast a hard look. "What else?" 
 
    "There is…a very thick, very accessible vein of exotic ore on one side of the lake as well. I was so excited about the tigi that I went swimming and saw it. I think there is enough to pay off the loan Mister Dickles so foolishly acquired for his submarine." 
 
    "Why didn't you tell him about the exotics?" 
 
    Mast put his hands on his head, then stared at his feet for several moments. "I do not want to see the ruin of Egoak.” 
 
    Thaddeus paced. 
 
    “Did I do the wrong thing?” 
 
    “No, Mast. We both saw what happened during the boom. If Dickles can’t make his new toy work, we may not have a choice. Darklanding is in trouble. If SagCon pulls out, they’ll leave a lot of people behind and there will be problems between the humans and Ungloks.” 
 
    “Mast Jotham did not think of that.” 
 
    “Let’s see how Dickles is doing. Cross your fingers.” 
 
    “Will that help?” 
 
    “It can’t hurt.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Thaddeus and his deputy set off for the mines the next morning. Maximus followed for reasons neither of them understood, except that the Glakridozian kept one of them in sight at all times. With his human and his Unglok in the same place, Maximus acted like a dog—perpetually happy and prone to mischief. 
 
    The rail shuttle to the mines moved slowly and stopped often. Thaddeus, for once, didn't mind. He understood time was of the essence, and that Darklanding was in greater peril than ever before, but he was with his two best friends and it only seemed right to enjoy their company. It wasn't like he could make the train go faster. 
 
    "Can you not muchly make the train go faster?" Mast asked. 
 
    “Snort! Arooh!" 
 
    Thaddeus enjoyed the moment for as long as he could. It was a good feeling, but he recognized it from past campaigns. He didn't know if it was divine intervention or the cosmic energy of the universe, but somehow, they were graced with this moment of friendship before things got really bad. He expected the next few days, if not the next few years, would be like going to war. Whether it was ShadEcon or some new version of Dregg, or Ike, or LeClerc, what was coming would test all his friends and loved ones, maybe even take some of them from Thad. 
 
    They arrived at the SagCon mines and waited as workers and materials were moved into place. There was no cutting to the front of the line for the sheriff and his team. He tried that on more than one occasion with mixed results. This was P. C. Dickles’s territory. His badge meant little, and less here. 
 
    “Quark was supposed to meet us here. I don’t see him," Thaddeus said. 
 
    Mast stood on his tiptoes to gaze over the crowd of workers. Maximus sniffed several parts of the depot and urinated to mark his visit. 
 
    Thad wasn't sure why there were so many people coming and going. It seemed like a lot of busy work, like people trying to justify their work hours or even squeeze out overtime when it wasn't really needed. If he had come here and used the hustle and bustle as an indicator of how the excavation of exotic ore was going, he would've thought this was another boom town waiting to happen. 
 
    His data slate vibrated in his coat pocket. He pulled it out and activated it to be used as a phone, then had a short conversation with Quark. He hung up and put the device away. 
 
    "Mister Quark Guthrie is not coming to meet us, is what I'm thinking," Mast said. 
 
    "You’re thinking correctly. He wants us to take the red lift to sector N49. I know the way." Thaddeus whistled for Maximus, and they set off. Their progress was slow, but they got there. 
 
    The red lift rumbled lower and lower until it stopped. The door slid open and Quark stood waiting. 
 
    "You made it." 
 
    "I did, Quark. You and I need to have a talk later. Do you remember when I asked you certain questions and you gave me certain bullshit answers?” 
 
    The young man swallowed hard, then became eager to guide them to his boss’s location. "Right this way. No need to sign in. I’ll take care that later. It's not like we’re at the front of a dig or something where there could be a collapse." 
 
    Thad, Mast, and Maximus followed down a hallway with a low ceiling. The humidity was almost suffocating. 
 
    "The mines do not like this water. There needs to be ventilation. There must be a way to drain the flooding back into the heart of Ungwilook," Mast said. 
 
    The passage opened into a huge cavern with the now familiar black and gold beach. There were hundreds of workers here now, many of them with their attention on an ancient aquatic exploration conveyance. The submarine was not colorful. Most of the parts were covered in primer as though their final color hadn't been selected yet. Thaddeus thought that Dickles and his mechanics had added several things to the ship, most notably, external storage boxes. 
 
    P. C. Dickles harangued a group of men performing safety checks, then marched toward Thad. "Now what are you doing here?" 
 
    “We are coming with you," Thaddeus said. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    "Why would I need you?" Dickles asked. 
 
    "I'm a good pilot. I know more about driving a ship, regardless of the environment, than you do. Mast understands the caves of Ungwilook better than any of your human crew, including Quark, and Maximus can chase off any ShadEcon enforcers who show up if you fail to strike it rich,” Thaddeus said. "Did you stop to think what they're going to do to you if you can't pay back the loan they extended?" 
 
    "I guess they’ll probably break my legs or kill me." 
 
    "Yep. My sources say that time is coming a lot quicker than you think. You were never meant to pay back the loan. ShadEcon wants to set an example. They're going to use your murdered corpse to strike fear into anyone who thinks of not paying them back.” 
 
    "Why would they do that? I don't understand," Dickles said with real fear and bewilderment in his voice. 
 
    “They believe Darklanding is going to collapse and they want to get all of their money out of it while people can still pay," Thaddeus said. "So unless you find something big, you're going to die." 
 
    Dickles twisted the toe of his work boot into the dirt, then hooked his thumbs into the belt of his jumpsuit. He avoided meeting Thad's eye for as long as possible. "Okay, here's my plan. Long-term, the submarine can help set up tow lines and conveyor belts. Short-term, we have to find a cache of A99. It's the only exotic mineral valuable enough to pay back what I borrowed from ShadEcon in one load. We can't carry much, but if we can fill even one of these crates, it should take care of everything. The problem is we have to go really deep to even hope of finding it." 
 
    “There’s never been a report of A99 on Darklanding,” Thad said. “I’d be guarding it if there had been any found.” 
 
    “In theory, it could exist so long as other minerals are partitioned by enough rock. A99 generally exists in isolation and can’t be in the same place as A19. Quantum physics. Not my jam. Fortunately, we only need a basic understanding of it.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were a gambler.” 
 
    “It’s the only card I have left to play—it’s the only hope for Darklanding.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE: ShadEcon’s Deadline 
 
    A commotion in the tunnel drew Thad’s attention as he climbed onto the submarine from the hastily constructed dock. Dozens of Dickles’s miners were shouting at a group of men attempting to force their way onto the beach. The smallest in this group seemed to be the leader. He was ten or twenty years older than the others, moved slowly, and didn’t speak. 
 
    His goons, however, were the human equivalent of gorillas—thick-necked, broad-shouldered, and covered in both muscle and fat. Six of them formed a line and shoved through the under-fed miners with ease. 
 
    Dickles poked his head out of the hatch. “What is going on out here! You men get back to work or…” Words caught in his throat. Color drained from his face. 
 
    “You know these characters?” Thad asked, already certain of the answer. He hung from the ladder for a moment, dropping to the dock with a grunt and a curse. 
 
    “There are too many of the large men to stop,” Mast said. “Maybe we should ask them nicely to go away.” 
 
    “You know me. I’m always nice.” Thad adjusted his blaster belt and tugged his hat down tight. 
 
    “Sheriff Fry,” Dickles finally yelled. “Those men are from ShadEcon.” 
 
    “Figured as much.” He stopped where the sand met the dock. “Good evening, gentlemen. Can’t allow you to come farther. This is a restricted zone.” 
 
    “You’re not in charge of security here,” the small man said. 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “I need to speak to Mister Dickles regarding a sensitive matter,” the small man said. 
 
    “He’s busy. Who are you? I’ll give him a message, or you can try back in ten days,” Thad said. 
 
    “Why ten days? That seems arbitrary.” 
 
    “I’m in an arbitrary mood. SagCon expressly forbids any and all interference with the successful operation of these mines. Test me on this point, and you will feel the full force of my authority,” Thad said. 
 
    Mast swaggered up to stand near Thad. “You will muchly feel it.” 
 
    Maximus joined them, growling and raising his hackles. 
 
    “Fine, give him this message. Our board of directors has found him delinquent in his loan and he must repay it now, in full, with interest,” the small man said. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Thad asked, fists on his hips. 
 
    “Curtis Sharn.” 
 
    “Occupation?” 
 
    “Loan management.” 
 
    Thad caught movement in his peripheral vision. “Mast, shoot that jackwagon if he comes a step closer.” 
 
    “I will,” Mast said. 
 
    The offending ShadEcon goon retreated. 
 
    “If one of your men break the law, you’re all going to jail,” Thad said. 
 
    “We’ll be released within hours,” Sharn said. 
 
    “Not until I finish my paperwork. I’m a stickler for details and not a great writer. Takes time. My assistant is even worse.” 
 
    Mast cleared his throat. “This is not true. I am muchly better at paperwork than the sheriff.” 
 
    Thad glared at him. 
 
    “Let’s not beat around the bush, Fry. I’ve come for Dickles. He owes over a million credits and must pay the price, one way or another,” Sharn said. 
 
    “Not everyone makes it out of the mines,” Thad said. “People get lost. It wouldn’t do to anger the men who have worked loyally for P. C. Dickles year after year.” 
 
    “They haven’t been paid for two weeks,” Sharn said. “I bet a few will be glad to see their boss get what’s coming to him.” 
 
    “You won’t interfere with this operation. P. C. Dickles and his crew are preparing to use that submarine that you probably stole before you sold it to him.” 
 
    “Be careful with your accusations.” 
 
    “I advise you to take your men, turn around, and walk away while you still can. I am the Sheriff of Darklanding. My job is to protect SagCon interests. P. C. Dickles is valuable to the company.” 
 
    “My organization isn’t afraid of you or any other sheriff, or that growling Glakridozian either. Proletan is en route from Melborn. Do you know who that is?” 
 
    “Proletan is the number one ShadEcon enforcer, kind of an assassin except muchly meaner,” Mast whispered loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    “Thanks, Mast. I know who Proletan is. He has about seventy-three galactic warrants out for his arrest,” Thad said. 
 
    “But he kills every blaster-slinging bounty hunter who tries to collect,” Mast said. 
 
    “I’m not a bounty hunter, and I have an Unglok and a Glakridozian on my side,” Thad said. 
 
    “I am not muchly seeing how that helps,” Mast muttered. 
 
    “We are not afraid of you, Sheriff Fry. We’re not drunks for you to bully and abuse,” Sharn said, flicking his fingers at two of his biggest men. 
 
    They stomped forward. 
 
    Thad leveled the first man with a hard left cross. 
 
    Maximus hurtled toward the other, biting high on the man’s inner thigh. The ShadEcon goon fell backward, screaming high-pitched pleas for help. 
 
    “Are all your men going to squeal like that?” Thad didn’t like where this was going, especially when he saw a dozen more of the ShadEcon men emerge with wetsuits and state of the art scuba sleds. 
 
    “We can go through you, or around you. My team has spec ops military training and can board that submarine in seconds,” Sharn said. 
 
    Thaddeus saw one thing that didn't make sense at first. Cameras. And light crews. Several young women moved about with boom microphones attempting to interview miners, who backed away with their hands held up. The ShadEcon loan manager hadn’t just come to collect the money and punish Dickles. He intended to broadcast it across Darklanding. 
 
    Thaddeus gave his deputy and his pig-dog a nod that instructed them to get in the submarine. Dickles and Quark were already inside. Thad followed, pausing at the top of the ladder. This wasn’t his first go-round with the criminal underworld on Darklanding. He hoped it would be his last. If they had Proletan en route, then money was no object and they wanted blood. 
 
    He dropped into the hatch, then stood to pull it closed. 
 
    "No man can cheat ShadEcon! P. C. Dickles will pay or he will die!" 
 
    Thaddeus looked at Sharn and his goons. Cameras and light crews surrounded them. This had officially become a freak show. He raised both fists, then both middle fingers. 
 
    Sharn and his team of killers stared in stunned disbelief. 
 
    Thaddeus closed the hatch. “Dickles, I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN: The Deep 
 
    “Dive! We need to find some A99 exotic ore ASAP,” Thad shouted. 
 
    “Don’t rush me. We have to run a system check. Everyone strap in. Last time I tried this, I nearly died,” Dickles said. 
 
    “That’s the truth,” Quark said, sweating profusely as he went through the co-pilot checklist. 
 
    “You muchly should have mentioned this before we began.” Mast twisted himself into the seat that was tall enough for an Unglok, but poorly situated. Cramped spaces and oddly-placed controls seemed to be the theme of this sub’s design. 
 
    “Snort, snort, snort.” Maximus tried to get comfortable under one of the chairs. 
 
    Outside, the ShadEcon goons started banging on the hull with clubs. Someone tried to open the hatch with a crowbar. Thad realized it wasn’t locked and held it closed from the inside. 
 
    He leaned into his work, testing his grip on the door wheel. Hours of flipping tractor tires and climbing ropes was paying off, but there were limits. “These guys are strong as hell.” 
 
    “What did you do up there?” Dickles asked. 
 
    "I gave your buddy, Sharn, the finger,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    Dickles made a horrible noise that caused Maximus to perk up. “Oh, God. I think I'm going to puke.” 
 
    Maximus huffed and pawed the grated metal floor as if to say, “I’ll eat it.” 
 
    “I’m taking us down to five meters to get your friends off my ship.” 
 
    “Can’t...wait,” Thad grunted. About a minute later, the pressure eased as the goons elected to swim rather than drown. He stepped down from the ladder to the hatch and shook out his hands. His shoulders and arms were on fire from the battle of wills. 
 
    “Actually, I gave him two middle fingers. He didn't seem pleased, especially since it was on camera and the entire incident was probably being broadcast live to everyone in Darklanding, and possibly the entire Wilok system." Thaddeus checked gauges and controls, familiarizing himself with the submarine. At first, everything seemed strange and misplaced. After a few moments, he was able to turn on external monitors. 
 
    What he saw alarmed him. 
 
    Sharn’s “military trained” commandos were already in the water with their scuba sleds. Each of the devices had a propeller that whirred to life as they gave chase. Six men in deep-water diving gear sped after the submarine. 
 
    “Dickles, are you seeing monitor three? We have bogies inbound. I'm not sure what they intend to do, but I bet it's unpleasant," Thaddeus said. 
 
    “All I wanted to do was supervise a mine, break new ground on a raw planet, and see what secrets were in the rock. If it wasn't for that idiot Cornelius Vandersun and the man's granddaughter flying that ship out of the cave system, I’d be happy as a pig in…” 
 
    "It looks like they have bundles of explosives," Thaddeus said. "They're trying to get close enough to stick them on our hull. How fast can you dive?" 
 
    "That's a good question. A better question is, how fast can I dive without killing all of us," Dickles said. 
 
    “How far can we sink?” Quark asked rhetorically. “All the way to the bottom!” 
 
    The scuba sleds came hard and fast, almost as though they had planned this since before they sold the submarine to Dickles. Thaddeus watched them with grim fascination. As a soldier, he admired the precision of their formation and the aggressiveness of their tactics. 
 
    Two raced downward to block the sub from descending. Lights from the sleds and the submarine slashed through darkness like the deep void of space. 
 
    Dickles steered through them. 
 
    The other four circled like sharks, constantly leaving Thad's effective surveillance area. 
 
    Mast’s voice went up an octave, sounding nearly human. “I am not thinking I like this better than flying. No, I am not!" 
 
    Dickles grunted. “One of them is on us." 
 
    Thaddeus moved the camera joystick until he saw one of the scuba sleds getting towed by another. Where is the other diver? “You're not wrong. It's time to take evasive maneuvers if you can." 
 
    Dickles twisted the controls hard to the left. The submarine went into a barrel roll. Maximus tumbled around the cabin until Thaddeus reached out and grabbed him. One of Mast’s long arms stretched across the entire cabin to help. The three of them shouted, grunted, and snorted. 
 
    Dickles pulled up, rolled the patched-together submarine to the right, then dropped like a stone. Metal groaned as the pressure increased. Lights flickered. Thad saw water on the floor of the cabin and didn’t know where it came from. Had it spilled in before he closed the hatch or was the hull leaking? 
 
    “I’m cutting the lights,” Dickles said. “The divers can’t come down this far. I don’t want to give them a target if they have torpedoes or something.” 
 
    “Good call,” Thad said. “I should’ve thought of that. Where is the gauge for hull integrity?” 
 
    “I put tape over it so I don’t look at it. We will know if the hull loses integrity.” 
 
    Maximus whined plaintively, probably sensing their imminent death. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN: The Show 
 
    Dixie sat on the barstool with one leg crossed over the other. She absently rubbed it with one hand, a move calculated to drive her admirers crazy. Her bright red fingernails traced the curve of her thigh from knee to hip, crossing over the rather high hem of her sheer mini-skirt. Several men who couldn’t afford to hire a girl sat with half-empty drinks, watching silently, leaning forward like she had them on a string.  
 
    She flattened her palm and slid it back to her knee. Men sat back in their seats, red-faced and frustrated but unable to stop watching. The trick was to make it look like she didn’t realize she was doing it; like she was just an absent-minded woman sitting at the bar looking gorgeous and dreaming of a man to come and take her away from all this. 
 
    Pierre pushed a shot glass toward her. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” he asked. 
 
    She took the drink, smiling coyly as she put it to her lips. Pushing her ample bosom forward, she swiveled on the chair until she faced the room. Back to Pierre, front to her fans, she was glad she had returned to the Mother Lode. 
 
    Her girls were doing decent business despite the crashing economy. Leslie had worked them like dogs during her absence, causing a lot of complaining the moment Dixie returned from Melborn. None of this mattered. 
 
    Everything was about to change. What she was doing was a gamble, the biggest gamble of her life, but worth it even if she wound up working the floor herself when it was over. It’d been a while since she had to take a man upstairs and separate him from his hard-earned money. Not all the memories were pleasant. Most were just pushed back where she didn’t think about them. What hurt the most was when she liked her customers and felt betrayed when they moved on to other girls. 
 
    “Where is Thaddeus?” she asked. 
 
    Pierre didn’t answer. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder, lifting her shoulder to her chin in the cutest pose possible. She batted her eyes. “Yoohoo? Pierre? I asked you, where is the sheriff?” 
 
    Pierre stared over her head at one of five video screens on the far wall. “Looks like he’s somewhere making friends.” 
 
    She followed his gaze and saw Sheriff Thaddeus Fry, big as life on the screen, giving someone two middle fingers. 
 
    Dixie smiled at Thad’s antics, then frowned as he disappeared into some shabby watercraft. The camera view moved to a small, sleazy man giving a long boring speech. 
 
    “Wow, it doesn’t look good for Dickles. I didn’t realize he was a gambler, or whatever. How the hell did he get into that kind of debt with ShadEcon?” Pierre asked. 
 
    “Since when do those assholes take over the vid network?” Dixie asked. 
 
    Pierre wiped the counter of his bar with a white towel, half-watching the video diatribe. “Hasn’t happened for years. A while back, some guy got crosswise with ShadEcon and they showed his public beating. Every now and then, they hacked into the normal broadcasts to show the poor sucker in a cage living on bread and water. Then, it stopped. No one ever figured out if the guy lived or died.” 
 
    He frowned at the screen. “That Sharn guy looks a lot like the man they beat and put in a cage. What a spectacle. Totally humiliating.” 
 
    “That was Sharn’s younger brother—the one they caged,” a man at the end of the bar said. “Too bad for Dickles. I heard he was an odd duck, but harmless. I hope they don’t catch him.” 
 
    Dixie slid off her stool. Her observers gasped at the sight of her lingerie and catcalled her, which warmed her heart. She still had it. Driving the boys wild never got old. 
 
    She leaned across the bar, grabbed the remote control, and clicked on it like it owed her money. “Your vid screens are broken. I can’t change the channel.” 
 
    Pierre shook his head. “When ShadEcon hacks the vid networks, they hack all of them. You’ll have to leave the Wilok System if you want to watch something else before they’re done.” 
 
    “So annoying. What’s the point?” 
 
    “They are going to make an example of Dickles so everyone pays their loans before Darklanding goes belly up,” Pierre said. “You don’t owe them money, do you?” 
 
    “I most certainly do not!” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Shaunte reached the top of the stairs and knew something was wrong. The obnoxious music machine wasn’t playing. All the televisions were on the same channel with a rapt Mother Lode audience staring at them. She smoothed the front of her blouse and slacks just in case Thad was down there ready to look up and fall in love again, for the tenth or twentieth time. 
 
    She saw him on the screen, big as life, giving her the bird. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, Thaddeus Fry?” she muttered, realizing he was flipping off whoever was running the camera. 
 
    The saloon reeked of stale sweat, cheap booze, and smoke. She had to watch her step, because Dixie’s girls had developed a habit of leaving trails of clothing up to their rooms, which were on the floor just below hers. 
 
    Every few steps, she glanced at the screen. Thad closed the hatch on a submarine just before several heavily-muscled men tried to open it. A minute later, they were being dragged underwater. 
 
    She went to the bar and rapped her knuckles on the imitation wood to get Pierre’s attention. “I’ve been up to my eyeballs in reports. What’d I miss?” 
 
    Pierre slung his towel over his shoulder. “You’re doing secret deals you won’t talk about. Dixie’s doing secret deals she won’t talk about. Thaddeus is pissing off the ShadEcon again.” 
 
    Shaunte cursed. 
 
    “Language!” Dixie said. “I thought you were a proper lady.” 
 
    Shaunte ignored the woman, though she was curious about what Pierre was talking about. Dixie was the best madam the Mother Lode had ever had, but also a shrewd businesswoman. Or had been until her greenhouse was burned down and her tigi empire collapsed. 
 
    “What did he do this time?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    “I think the question you need answered is, what did P. C. Dickles do,” Pierre said. “I’m going to the backroom to roll out another keg.” 
 
    Shaunte stared at the vid screens as an incredibly annoying man ranted and raved about paying debts and doing the right thing. Then, it hit her. “Wait, is that a submarine they just took underwater?” 
 
    Dixie rolled her eyes, then tossed her thick blonde hair. “It’s so unfair that blondes get stereotyped as clueless broads. Yes, Miss Shaunte, it’s a submarine. That’s what they do. Go underwater.” 
 
    “Watch it, Dixie. I know it’s a submarine. I just didn’t know we had one on Darklanding. Did that idiot buy one from ShadEcon? He can’t afford that,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “He took out a loan. Now they want him to pay it back,” Dixie said. “It’s all very tedious. You should tell Thad to shut them down.” 
 
    The volume increased, despite Dixie’s attempts to turn the videos off. Sharn, the ShadEcon officer, went on an epic rant about what happened to people who didn’t pay what they owed. 
 
    “You can all thank P. C. Dickles for ruining our faith in Darklanding. As of now, all debts extended to businesses and individuals of Darklanding are due. Pay your debts, or there will be consequences,” Sharn said. 
 
    The screens winked out. 
 
    “Hmmph,” Dixie snorted as she crossed her arms. “He’s bigger on the screen than he is in real life.” 
 
    Shaunte had been thinking the same thing. 
 
    “How much did they say he owed?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    Dixie answered. “One million, three hundred thousand credits on a bad business venture.” 
 
    “He can’t pay that, and frankly, there is no way that piece of junk submarine is worth that. I could bring a team of engineers to Darklanding and have them build me one for less.” 
 
    “Maybe you should have done that earlier,” Dixie said. 
 
    “Where have you been, Miss Dixie?” 
 
    Dixie mounted her stool with such calculated casualness that the men arguing over what the recent video message meant turned to watch her instead. “Oh, here and there. A girl has to do what a girl has to do.” 
 
    “Another tigi operation, huh?” Shaunte guessed. 
 
    “Oh, Miss Shaunte, that’s not a very good guess. Why would I beat a dead horse? Been there done that. Wouldn’t work twice. Too many other humans know what the Ungloks will pay for tigi now. Sooner or later, everyone will have a recipe,” Dixie said. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “You don’t believe me.” 
 
    Shaunte crossed her arms. “You lie like a rug.” 
 
    “I lied on a bear skin rug once, naked. The photographer said he was going to make me famous, but he didn’t,” Dixie said, winking at her admirers. 
 
    “I will find out what you’re up to,” Shaunte said. 
 
    Dixie leaned toward her. “Oh, honey, I know you will. But I’ll find out what you’ve been scheming first.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN: Down the Drain 
 
    “We’re as deep into the mines as we can go,” Dickles said. “The tunnels are too narrow after this.” 
 
    Thad checked his notes against the three-dimensional maps they had been updating since evading the scuba sleds. “We can travel horizontally…explore for a bit.” 
 
    “There is a reason the water has not drained from the mines,” Mast said. “The Vandersun ship released rivers and lakes into the caverns. Now we must release the water into the plains, and canyons, and foothills.” 
 
    “That’d be great. Too late to save yours truly from a mob of armed thugs, but fantastic for the company. Let’s find some A99 before we worry about saving the world,” Dickles said. 
 
    “We should do both, is what I am thinking.” 
 
    Thaddeus interrupted. “Slow down. Radar shows the passage gets really narrow up ahead.” He looked at the camera view. A white beam of light glared off underwater rocks and disturbed sediment. He saw the shadow of a support beam. “Looks like we’re leaving the old mine. The passage ahead is natural.” 
 
    “Millions of gallons of water can do amazing things. Lots of pressure. When…if…it drains, we better not be down here. There will be a number of collapses,” Dickles said. 
 
    “I agree,” Mast said. 
 
    “Snort.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I dragged you into this,” Dickles said. 
 
    Thad waved away the comment. “You didn’t. We came and pushed our way onto your ship.” 
 
    No one spoke for a long time. They maneuvered through passages, often backing up and moving forward to achieve the proper angle. Thad thought, but didn’t say, it would be a lot easier to get into these tight spaces than to get out. 
 
    The area was rich with exotic minerals. Beams of white light thrust from the front of the sub into the darkness, transforming passages that appeared haunted into wonderlands of color. If the mines could be reopened and excavation crews put in place, SagCon would be back in business. 
 
    “Most of this will be covered when the inevitable collapses happen. Water is holding up the roof of this area. Water pressure made it and lack of water pressure will bring it down. But we’ll know where to look,” Dickles said. “We need to get beyond these minerals, find a place sterile enough for A99.” 
 
    Quark stared at the vid screens, eyes full of wonder. “Amazing. I can’t believe the complexity of these catacombs.” 
 
    The sub moved slowly forward, creeping down, then up, maintaining the same depth. 
 
    Mast pointed at the end of a promising tunnel. “We should place an explosive charge there. Blow that obstruction and much will be healed in the heart of Ungwilook. All this water will flow toward its destiny.” 
 
    “What do you think, Dickles? You’re the expert. Are Mast’s instincts correct?” Thad asked. 
 
    “Probably. From what we’ve surveyed on this voyage, I think this probably is a critical juncture. This water isn’t meant to be here. Where it will go is unpredictable, and a potential disaster for someone. We’ll come back after we find a load of A99 to get ShadEcon off our backs.” 
 
    “Your back,” Mast said. 
 
    “That’s what I meant,” Dickles admitted. 
 
    “Coming back will muchly take too long and will be too dangerous,” Mast said. “We must set the explosives on a timer, then continue our search. It will be perfectly safe as long as we are back at the dock before the drainage begins.” 
 
    “You’re crazy,” Dickles grumbled. 
 
    At the same time, Quark nearly climbed out of his seat with sudden enthusiasm. “How exciting! We’d be racing the clock to escape horrible deaths!” 
 
    “You’re crazy too. Why’d I promote you to junior foreman again?” Dickles asked. 
 
    Thad drummed his fingers on the console. “It’s not a great plan, but Mast is right. There is more at stake than your life. Besides, I doubt they will let you off the hook even if you pay. Proletan is on his way and he’s like a bullet you can’t put back in the gun. Dickles, build the charges. Mast, look for the best place on those rocks to put them. Quark and I will review the airlock procedure.” 
 
    “You can’t go out there,” Dickles said, face pale. 
 
    “I’m not an idiot. We’re going to do it by remote, but we still need to get the explosives from in here to out there,” Thad said. 
 
    Dickles went to work on the small bench near the back of the compartment. “These charges were made for normal environments, not twenty thousand leagues beneath the sea.” 
 
    Thad’s mind drifted to his imminent showdown with the most feared enforcer between Darklanding and Melborn. “We’re not that deep.” 
 
    “Might as well be. I’m never going in another ship like this as long as I live,” Dickles complained. 
 
    Time crept slowly forward because Thad had nothing to do but think and watch the rest of the crew. He wished he could sleep as easily as the pig-dog. Hurry up and wait, then try not to die. That had gotten him through a lot of tough times. Why not this as well? 
 
    “How are you doing, Mast?” 
 
    His Unglok deputy took a while to answer. Head down, hands typing on the small computer terminal in front of his seat, Mast was a perfect example of concentration. Thad didn’t see fear. Ungloks could be like that when focused on what needed doing. 
 
    “I have the solution. We must place two charges, one here and here,” he said as he pointed at the screen. 
 
    “Two? You told me three. What do I do with this bundle of high explosives?” Dickles asked. 
 
    “I suggest hold onto it. Dropping it would be muchly bad.” 
 
    “Take it apart and put it away,” Thad said. 
 
    Dickles shook his head. “Not that easy. This entire voyage was a bad idea. You coming along was worse.” 
 
    No one argued. 
 
    “This is definitely the rock fall that must be destroyed to release the water back into its natural place. I think very muchly it has been a problem since before the flood. The planet sings loudly in this place. Many of the underground lakes should be filling the canyons between here and Darklanding.” 
 
    Thad worried about flooding Transport Canyon. There was nothing else he could do, so he didn’t ask Mast for clarification. 
 
    Charges set, they continued to search for a cache of A99. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN: Proletan 
 
    Five minutes before they had to ascend to the surface or run out of air, they found a vein of A99 protruding from a wall. Quark operated the remote arm of the submarine with even more skill than he had when placing the explosive charges at the passage obstruction only a few hundred meters from here. Mast used a second remote control to hold crates open. Quark filled them to bursting with A99. 
 
    “That should make me a lot happier than it does,” Dickles said. “Few people see A99 even once in their entire careers. That crate full of it could pay for a spaceship. All I can think about is getting beat to death even if I pay.” 
 
    “I won’t let that happen,” Thad said. 
 
    Maximus growled. 
 
    “I am also thinking I will stand between you and this Proletan person,” Mast said. “If we make it to the surface before the explosion collapses the caverns, we are muchly traveling with this load of priceless A99.” 
 
    “How much time do we have?" Thaddeus wanted to take control of the submarine. He understood it was different than flying an airship or a spaceship but watching Dickles cautiously navigate around corners and up vertical shafts made him want to bang his head on the wall. 
 
    Quark answered giddily. He was smiling, but not with the same excitement he’d previously expressed. Thad recognized what was happening. The young man was beyond his fear threshold. Adrenaline would only take him so far. Then he would start to break down, make bad decisions, and panic. 
 
    Quark gripped the timer with both hands. “My timer says we have nowhere near enough time to make it out alive. Ha, ha, ha. Ha, ha. Oh my God, oh my God, oh my fraking God!” 
 
    Thaddeus grabbed him by his jumpsuit and shook him. "Listen to me. We're going to make it. Just count on it. Don't think about what could happen. Only think about what I'm telling you will happen. And I'm saying we’re going to make it." 
 
    Quark nodded vigorously. 
 
    Thad went back to his seat. When no one was looking, he calmed himself with a combat breathing exercise. Drawing in air, holding it, and letting it out in a controlled manner relaxed him and helped him focus. He hoped no one noticed except for Mast. His deputy always knew when he was tense. 
 
    "The kid’s right to be afraid," Dickles said. 
 
    "I told you, I'm not a kid!" 
 
    Dickles ignored him. "I didn't think I'd be this scared, but I am. I'm the only one who owes credits. Maybe this Proletan guy isn't even here yet. Wouldn't they have brought him in the first place if he was on the planet?" 
 
    Thaddeus didn't answer. Sharn had seemed extremely confident, which led him to believe the legendary enforcer was close at hand. 
 
    “We are muchly out of time. I believe Thaddeus should pilot the ship now,” Mast said. 
 
    "It's not that simple. This isn't a rocket ship. We can't just gun it and head for the surface.” Dickles released the controls even as he protested Thad taking over. "It doesn't even matter. I'm a dead man. All I wanted was to explore the mines of Ungwilook.” 
 
    Thaddeus guided the man out of the seat and took his place. He was aware of the ascent restrictions on this submarine…and he was going to push them to their limit. 
 
    "I haven't felt anything. Maybe the charges didn't go off," Quark said. 
 
    “Muchly unlikely. We are a long ways from the explosion. It will take time for the shockwaves to reach us,” Mast said. "When they do, we will die." 
 
    Thaddeus zoomed upward. Lights flashed, and warning buzzers filled the cabin with noise. The water he had noticed at the beginning of the voyage grew suddenly deeper. Soon he was sloshing his feet in it. Leaks sprung in several places. 
 
    "You have to give it time to adjust to the change in pressure, just like a diver couldn't ascend this fast without getting the bends," Dickles said. 
 
    "We may swim the last part of this trip," Thaddeus said. 
 
    "Not funny," Dickles, Quark, and Mast said in unison. 
 
    "Snort, snort!" Maximus turned in a tight circle. 
 
    "Hold on, it's about to get real.” 
 
    The submarine seemed to grow lighter as they approached the surface. Thaddeus couldn't remember if this was a true fact of physics or just his perception, but either way, he knew this was the last voyage of this particular vessel. Pieces came off both inside and outside, leaving a trail of parts that twisted away in the increasingly violent current. He looked at his camera monitors to be sure they hadn’t lost the A99. 
 
    Everyone within the submarine was screaming when they hit the surface and burst upward like a whale. The submarine slammed down near the gold and black beach, sending waves in every direction. Thaddeus and the others popped the hatch and scrambled out, immediately grabbing onto the crates of A99 and wading them onto the beach. 
 
    Water raced away behind them. The submarine was sucked into a wet slide of sand and mud. 
 
    Thad shouted at the stunned miners lining the beach. “Help us with this crate!” 
 
    Near their impromptu landing site, the docks were sucked away by the violent erosion of the cavern floor. They were standing at the top of a deep, near-vertical shaft. The vanishing water made this fact very clear. 
 
    He didn’t have time to worry about the ShadEcon officer and his goons. They were still there but didn’t seem to know what to do. Most backed away. A few aimed blasters at Thad and his friends. 
 
    One figure among them was new—Proletan, a six-and-a-half feet tall example of genetically enhanced muscle and secret combat laboratories. The man wore a sleeveless shirt with a hood. If the rumors were true, his face was a mass of scar tissue just like his hands and forearms. 
 
    The ShadEcon enforcer stood in the middle of chaos staring at Thad, completely unmoved by the dangerous environment. 
 
    Thaddeus didn’t have time for a showdown, so he ignored the legendary killer. “If you’re not helping with the crate, evacuate immediately. There’s going to be a collapse.” 
 
    “You’re an expert miner now?” a man yelled at him. 
 
    Dickles growled an answer as he heaved the crate of A99. “The flood opened new passages. When the water is gone, there won’t be enough support to hold up the new openings.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. That makes sense,” the man said. “Everyone, get the hell out of here. You heard the boss. Move it. You know the drill!” 
 
    Lights flashed over the exits. A voice came over the public-address system. “All personnel proceed to the surface and assemble at your assigned inspection points. All personnel…” 
 
    Sharn waved for his men to leave, but stood beside Proletan, who was still silent as a statue. 
 
    “We have your payment, Sharn,” Thad said. “Come and get it.” 
 
    Sharn scowled. “All the A99 on Ungwilook won’t be worth anything if I’m dead.” He narrowed his eyes as he looked at the crate. “That is what you have, A99?” 
 
    “Yeah, promise the loan amount won’t magically go up, and I’ll make sure you get it once everyone is out of the danger area.” 
 
    The ground shuddered violently. 
 
    “No promises,” Sharn said. 
 
    “You can promise to honor this payment, or I’ll come for you when I’m done with Proletan. I won’t be wearing my badge. You think this collapse is dangerous? Wait until you piss me off,” Thad said. 
 
    Sharn glared for a moment, then snapped his fingers. Proletan turned toward the exit lift. Sharn followed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thaddeus had never been this exhausted. He felt defeated despite all they’d survived. The lift trundled upward. The evacuation continued despite the eventual cessation of tremors and reports of passage and cavern collapses from every area of the SagCon operation. Between him and Dickles was a crate full of A99, a substance so valuable there could be a war when news of its discovery got out. 
 
    “What really upsets me is that I don’t even get to keep the submarine. All this, and it’s destroyed along with half the work we’ve done in the mines during the last two years,” Dickles said. “SagCon might not go bankrupt, but getting to all those exotic minerals we saw won’t be easy, but it’ll be easier than when it was all underwater. We’re back to real mining again!” 
 
    “Like starting over,” Quark said. 
 
    “Your pep talk is muchly depressing,” Mast said. “You should be very happy that we found the A99 to pay your debt and Sheriff Fry made Sharn promise to accept it as payment in full.” 
 
    Maximus rolled his eyes and shook his head side to side. “Snort.” 
 
    “You’ve never seen your life’s work literally go down the drain,” Dickles said. 
 
    “I muchly have not.” 
 
    Thaddeus didn’t care about any of that right now. Proletan was waiting for him topside. 
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    The End of Episode 11. 
 
  
 
  





 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Episode 12: 
 
    Empire 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE: Above Ground 
 
    Sheriff Thaddeus Fry walked into the light. Survivors of the recent collapse bustled around the loading docks and staging areas between the mines and the monorails. Rows of massive forklifts and trucks were parked like a forgotten column of armor down one side of the asphalt. It had been some time since more than a few of them were used to move material. 
 
    Mast Jotham and Maximus moved with him, guarding his right and left flank. P. C. Dickles and Quark Guthrie followed with a locked crate on a cart. 
 
    “Do you see Sharn or his goons?” Thaddeus asked. He’d expected an ambush. Proletan wasn’t rumored to fight fair. As the most feared enforcer of ShadEcon, short for Shadow Economy, the man was as skilled in stealth gear as he was in full combat kit. He was the real boogeyman that government leaders and industry magnates feared would kill them in their sleep. Curtis Sharn was the ShadEcon officer with the clout to summon the killer to the back-galaxy world of Ungwilook to deal with a troublesome sheriff and a Company Man who refused to get on board and follow the program. 
 
    “I didn’t see ‘em, partner,” Mast drawled. Seven feet tall, but weighing less than Thaddeus, the Unglok deputy sheriff gazed over crowds of human workers with ease. “Oh, wait. I see the hooded assassin everyone is afraid will kill them, and their families, and all their friends.” 
 
    “Mast, stop reading those books. Or better yet, stop trying to talk like you’re in a spaghetti western,” Thad said. “Where is he?” 
 
    “It seems Sharn’s other tough guys are clearing a space around Proletan. Oh, look. Sharn is waving us over. Should we oblige them?” 
 
    “Why not? How could this day get any worse?” 
 
    “We could muchly die,” Mast said. “I do not see a way to avoid this man. And I believe it would be a good time to pay Mister Dickles’s loan.” 
 
    Thad looked at Dickles. “Ready?” 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do this. Everyone knows the plan. If this goes bad, head for Transport Canyon to regroup,” Thad said. 
 
    “I am certain it will go muchly bad,” Mast said. 
 
    Thad grimaced. “Thanks.” 
 
    “For Sharn and his enforcers,” Mast said, chuckling at his own joke. “See what I did there?”  
 
    “Work on it. Humor is mostly timing.” Thad moved ahead of his friends. If this turned out to be another ambush, he’d give them a chance to get away.  
 
    Mast removed a small journal made of local paper and jotted notes, muttering as he scribbled. “Humor is about timing. Is this, in and of itself, funny? Mast does not know. Mast should “work on it,” says the sheriff.” 
 
    “I’m walking into a death match. Can you pay attention? Watch my back?” Thad asked. 
 
    “Yes, Thaddeus. I am here.”  
 
    Thad relaxed. A nervous thrill went up his spine. He’d been on the planet long enough to know that “I am here” was the most sincere and reassuring phrase an Unglok could speak. 
 
    “Sheriff Fry,” Sharn said. “This has been a most unfortunate day for SagCon. They have lost the mines and will lose their sheriff if he doesn’t bow to the will of ShadEcon.” 
 
    “The mines are better than ever. The water is receding,” Thad said. 
 
    “True, but the sudden un-flooding of the mines is causing many collapses,” Sharn said. 
 
    “Mines collapse all the time. Dickles and his crew know how to deal with it.” 
 
    Sharn shrugged. “We shall see. Losing such a diligent and by-the-book sheriff will cause more problems for SagCon than the Company Man realizes. Don’t worry. I’ll be there to protect her.” 
 
    Thad grabbed the man by his coat. 
 
    Proletan crossed the distance between them with preternatural speed, smashing Thad back like he was a child. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Yakti-droon was a thousand bodies and one mind. He was old, poisoned in both mind and spirit, and tired of quasi-death. Slaughtering the ship crew had turned out to be a mistake. Yes, the ship was a living entity that could operate without lesser beings, but it chose not to. What Yakti-droon hadn’t realized was that the ship lived to serve—but not to serve evil incarnate like Yakti-droon. 
 
    Sleeping at the bottom of the shaft the ship had made when it came to this planet—Ungwilook, the people called it in his dreams—was no longer enough. The ship would not change its mind. Yakti-droon wasn’t worthy of space travel. Yakti-droon would never be allowed to rampage across the galaxy as he had for a millennia before getting trapped on this planet. 
 
    I was so hungry, he thought. And bored. Images of the crew fleeing through the passages, memories of his thousand bodies slaughtering them and feasting on their fear and blood, caused Yakti-droon to squat down on his fifteen legs and listen to the sound of the primitive town—Darklanding, they called it. 
 
    It wasn’t my fault. What could I do? I was made to slaughter, and the crew of the ship were made to be slaughtered. He shuddered at memories of the shaft, of darkness even he couldn’t endure, and of hunger. 
 
    There was no need to remain hungry. This Darklanding place seemed full of bipedal creatures standing around waiting for him. They warmed themselves around fire contained in metal cylinders. Talking loudly, barely aware of their surroundings beyond their social circle, these creatures were exactly what Yakti-droon needed. 
 
    He raised hundreds of hair-thin antennae to sniff the air for the Glakridozian. It had been here, but was far away now. Chittering his quasi-arachnoid laughter, he signaled his thousand bodies to move through the night like a dark wave. 
 
    A female of his new food species walked alone. Yakti-droon was curious. She was different somehow, royalty perhaps or a great mother. He massaged the air with his largest cluster of antennae, then raised onto his back legs, making him nearly as tall as the…human. She was not a great mother, not yet. Her pheromones spoke of power and influence despite youth. 
 
    I will follow. I will know her, Yakti-droon thought. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Shaunte stopped, looked behind her, and frowned. No one used this street at night. A shadow moved in the corner of her vision. When she turned, it was gone. 
 
    She slid her data pad from her handbag and checked Thad’s locator icon—still at the mines. She really needed an update from Thad or Dickles. The stress of her next meeting was causing her to see things. Paranoia wouldn’t play well in front of Judy Ortega and her secret collaborators. 
 
    “Who’s there?” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Everyone knows I carry a blaster in my bag. Go away.” She waited but heard nothing. Feeling foolish, she hurried toward her destination. 
 
    Judy Ortega stood apart from her security detail—tough men and women in military-grade combat gear and reflective eyewear. Thad had told her the glasses concealed night vision optics, infrared sensors, and other technology. Shaunte wasn’t surprised. Ortega had been the target of corporate assassination attempts in the past. 
 
    The shadows Shaunte had believed imaginary until now hesitated at the sight of the mercenaries, then retreated. “I’m not sure how relieved I should be,” she said under her breath. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Miss Plastes. Did you say something?” 
 
    Shaunte smiled and shook the woman’s hand. “I’m jumping at shadows tonight. Darklanding is a strange place until you get used to it.” 
 
    “Agreed. Someone, or something, has been watching us since we arrived. I put Carter, my head security officer, on it. So far, he’s come up empty. No counter-surveillance detected. No human or Unglok-sized heat signatures moving this late at night. Animals. Apparently, you have a sizable rat problem.” 
 
    “They’re not rats, Mrs. Ortega,” the only man standing near her said. 
 
    “I heard you the first time. Give us a moment, please,” Ortega said. 
 
    Carter took one step back and stood like a statue. 
 
    “I’m here,” Shaunte said. “I’ve followed your protocol, despite my misgivings. Let’s do this.” 
 
    “You remind me of the young woman I was. Ready and willing. A real take-charge girl out to change the galaxy,” Ortega said. “Working with you will be a pleasure. Shall we begin?” 
 
    “Right here, in a vacant lot surrounded by creepy shadows?” 
 
    Ortega laughed. “Yes. Carter and his people have swept it for surveillance devices.” 
 
    “What about people? Devices are easy to detect with technology. Spies are sneakier.” 
 
    “Very good, Shaunte. And yes, we have that covered.” 
 
    Shaunte crossed her arms and waited for the woman to make the next move.  
 
    “I wasn’t going to bring your father in…” 
 
    Shaunte’s face flushed with anger. She’d told him what she wanted him to know and secured the help she needed from him and nothing more. The last thing she wanted was this woman’s interference with her very complicated parental relationship. But more important in the current moment was that Judy Ortega believed Shaunte didn’t want her father to have a piece of the pie. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Ortega said. “His involvement will come during stage two. We will need a real military presence in this sector once the economy takes off. There will be enough for everyone.” 
 
    “My father already has enough of everything.” 
 
    “True, but we will need TerroCom. Once this takes off, there will be people wanting to steal it from us.” 
 
    “Fine. It’s time for details. You’ve been vague. I’m only willing to go so far on promises, no matter how incredible they are.” 
 
    Ortega smiled and leaned close, lowering her voice. “One of my agents has confirmed, and this information is literally less than an hour old, the significant presence of A99 on Ungwilook.” 
 
    Shaunte lost her composure for a heartbeat. 
 
    “That’s right. No survey crew ever suspected its existence here. Normally, it can’t be found where there are other exotic ores, especially A19. But I’ve had it tested. We have A99 right here, right now. We have the galaxy by the balls,” Ortega said. 
 
    Shaunte saw unprofessional greed in the woman’s eyes for the first time. “So what about the capital development plan and trading coalitions we discussed?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. We’ll do all the things. A99 will make it better. Interstellar Enterprises will be building starships in the Wilok System, which means wealth to rival Melborn. Our reach just increased a thousand-fold. Build the ships here, then send them out farther than anyone has ever traveled,” Ortega said. 
 
    “I thought this was about Ungwilook,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “It is, it is. You will be in charge of the planet. Big promotion for you.” 
 
    “I already run the planet for SagCon.” 
 
    “You handle Darklanding and the mines. There is much more to the planet than that.” Ortega stood straighter and pushed her hair back over one ear, seemingly tired from her burst of excitement. “Let’s talk about what needs to happen to Ungwilook and its people before we begin.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO: Waterway 
 
    Stars exploded in Thad’s vision. Air left his lungs as he landed flat on his back under Proletan’s weight. 
 
    The ShadEcon enforcer’s face was a roadmap of scar tissue. Something was wrong with his fierce eyes. Thad guessed they were surgically enhanced and sheathed in state-of-the-art contact lenses. He’d heard rumors there were eyeball sleeves that could resist a knife slash. Each sensation hit his brain in a fraction of a second. He wasn’t taking time to evaluate what he saw. 
 
    “You can't beat me,” Proletan snarled, pinning Thad’s neck to the ground with both hands as he pressed one knee into Thad’s gut. 
 
    Thad shoved him back, twisted free of the knee, and rolled away. It wasn’t a pretty escape, all brute force and desperation, but it worked. 
 
    Proletan stood, body relaxed despite the deadly heat in his eyes. He flicked the hood back into place. Shadows covered his scars. “I am more than a fighter, Thaddeus Fry. Call me an intelligent enforcer, despite what this looks like.” He motioned to his large, muscular body. 
 
    Thad struggled to catch his breath. “Good for you. Let’s call it a draw.” 
 
    “No. That isn’t possible.” Proletan moved so that Sharn was directly behind him. “You can’t put a bullet back in a gun once it’s fired.” 
 
    Thad realized what the man was doing—he wanted Thad to see something without seeming to see it. What was it about Curtis Sharn that concerned Proletan? Why did he want Thad to see it? 
 
    “You’re trying to distract me.” 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    Thad launched a kick at Proletan’s torso, but the man retreated a step, just far enough to cause a miss and not a wasted centimeter farther. 
 
    “You can’t win. But I can. My employers allow me to play with my victims. They like it. Gets them off. Makes them feel like big men,” Proletan said. 
 
    Thad glanced past Proletan and saw Sharn’s hateful expression. 
 
    Proletan launched a thrust-punch. 
 
    Thad blocked it but the force knocked him off his feet. He scrambled back until he had room to stand. Dust filled the air around them, a change from the wet environment at the bottom of the mineshaft. 
 
    “You disappoint me. Why can’t you see it?” 
 
    It was like Proletan didn’t want to kill Thad. In fact, it seemed like he was looking for help. 
 
    Thad attacked with a flurry of haymaker punches which Proletan blocked easily, giving ground in a calculated manner. He’d done this hundreds if not thousands of time. 
 
    “Just…let me catch my breath.” Thad put his hands on his knees and spat between his feet. 
 
    “You don’t need to catch your breath. Your conditioning is very good. I will, however, allow you to stall for a moment,” Proletan said. 
 
    Thad didn’t want to look at Sharn again. That might give away the game he was playing with Proletan. With no revelation in sight and time running out, he peeked around the enforcer at Sharn. 
 
    The small man held something in his hand. When the fight didn’t continue, he pushed a button on the device angrily. 
 
    Muscles in Proletan’s neck and face twitched with electric shock. 
 
    “Where’d they put the pain box, your spine?” Thad asked, spitting between words to maintain the illusion he was trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “The location doesn’t matter. I only wanted you to know I have no desire to kill you,” Proletan said, then rushed forward. 
 
    Thaddeus scrambled backward, acutely aware of his error. This man didn't want or need help, but was fulfilling some psychological need to speak of honor before doing the dishonorable. 
 
    A left jab hit Thaddeus on the jaw like a sledgehammer. A right hook followed immediately, slamming him off his feet. He knew he should stay down, but that wasn't how he had been trained. His instincts were hardwired to get up as quickly as possible. 
 
    He stood and put up his hands defensively. Proletan kicked him in the stomach, folding him in half. The next strike was a hammer-fist to the back of Thaddeus's neck. 
 
    Trying to slip away from the attacks, he felt more blows than he could see. His opponent was a master of hand-to-hand combat. Something told Thad that he wouldn't fare any better in a blaster duel. He wanted to counterattack, wanted to do something to at least show he wasn't a total punk. That was his pride speaking, and he knew it was a mistake. 
 
    He might get one chance. Waiting for it was the hardest thing he'd ever done. 
 
    Dickles and his miners gathered around Sharn and the other ShadEcon men and women. They shouted curses and shook their fists. Sharn yelled an order and pointed at the growing crowd. His goons drew weapons as they formed a firing line to keep people back. 
 
    Thaddeus focused on his adversary, trying to ignore how badly he was losing. The only other person who mattered was the man holding the controls. 
 
    Enraged at the growing size of the crowd, Sharn hammered the subcutaneous shock collar that restrained or motivated Proletan. 
 
    Proletan flinched. 
 
    Thad struck with everything he had, knocking the big man down. Without hesitation, he jumped on the man, raining down fists and elbows with every ounce of strength. When that wasn’t enough, he got angry—fighting like a berserker. 
 
    The two men rolled across the asphalt as the fight continued. Sharn was forced to step out of the way. 
 
    Thad shoved himself away from Proletan and tackled Sharn, twisting the shock device from the man’s hand. None of the bodyguards saw this because they were facing the crowd, not the fight. 
 
    “Enough! Kill him! Now!” Sharn shouted. 
 
    Thad faced Sharn and pressed the button, holding it until the master warrior turned ShadEcon enforcer behind him crumpled to his knees. He wanted to look back at Proletan but knew he needed to deal with the ShadEcon agent first. 
 
    “Give that to me,” Sharn sneered. 
 
    Thad leveled him with one punch, then handcuffed him while he was struggling for consciousness. He drew his blaster and aimed it at Proletan. 
 
    What happened next surprised him. 
 
    Proletan regained his feet, shook off the pain that had so recently twisted every fiber of his body, and glared at Thad with murderous intensity. “We’re not done.” He marched forward. 
 
    “You have a death wish,” Thad said, not asking a question but stating a fact. 
 
    “We’re all going to die. Might as well be today.” 
 
    “Just hold on while I muchly consider this,” Thad said, aiming the blaster with both hands now and hoping his deputy took the hint. 
 
    “You’re not going to shoot me? What are you, a coward? I did my research. You know how to kill a man, so do it.” 
 
    Mast crept up behind Proletan and smashed him over the head with a blaster, knocking him to the ground. 
 
    “He is muchly unconscious is what I am thinking,” Mast said. “Did I do that correctly? Your signal was bigly vague.” 
 
    Thad holstered his blaster, then handcuffed the most deadly man in the galaxy. “I probably should have shot you when I had the chance.” 
 
    “You did the right thing,” Mast said. 
 
    “Thanks. Let’s pay Dickles’s debt and get these two locked up.” 
 
    Thaddeus identified the next highest ranking ShadEcon officer on scene and brokered the payment between P. C. Dickles and the criminal organization. Once he had proof they accepted the A99 as complete payment and that his friend was free and clear of all debt, he went to the personnel train he'd requisitioned as a prisoner transport and climbed aboard. 
 
    “Thanks, Thad. I owe you one,” Dickles said when it was over. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. ShadEcon has always been a pain in the ass. I’m glad to stick it to them. We’ll just pretend you didn’t pay them with SagCon property.” 
 
    Color drained from the miner’s face. 
 
    “I assume the Company Man will overlook it, so long as you find more. Soon.” 
 
    Before long, Thaddeus and his crack law enforcement team was rushing through Transport Canyon on a monorail constructed during the boom. Unlike the old system, these cars had wide windows and perfect climate control. They also moved at one hundred and thirty kilometers per hour, cutting the length of the trip in half. 
 
    He had intended to sleep once his prisoners were handcuffed back to back, but sunset prompted him to kick back in one of the lounge chairs and enjoy the view of water spreading through the lowest parts of the terrain like a biblical flood. “Mast, what did we do?” 
 
    “It would have happened sooner or later I am thinking. Perhaps the effect would have been more gradual,” Mast said. 
 
    Muddy lakes and turbulent rivers covered thousands of acres. 
 
    Curtis Sharn started laughing. “You better hope the monorails don’t go under. You think SagCon is going bankrupt now? Wait until they can’t move exotics even if they manage to dig them out of the mess you made.” 
 
    “I didn’t cause this,” Thad said. 
 
    “You kind of did.” Sharn’s laugh grew into a maniacal tantrum. Thad resisted the urge to thump him unconscious.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Thad sat at his desk in the Cornelius Vandersun Correctional Facility and Rehab Center eating an instant meal. His sole guest watched him from behind titanium bars. 
 
    “How long are you going to keep me here?” Proletan asked. 
 
    “Until I’m sure you’re not going to kill me. Had to let your boss go. My case against you is stronger,” Thad said. 
 
    “Mister Sharn’s lawyers are better than that. I should already be released on bond.” 
 
    Thad spooned the last of the rice-like substance from the plastic bowl. “True, but I told them to go to hell.” 
 
    “Why throw away your career with an illegal detention?” Proletan asked. 
 
    “First of all, your detention is completely legal. I have probable cause—specific, articulable evidence a specific person—you—committed a specific crime—” He pointed at his bruised face. “—in a specific time and place within my jurisdiction.” 
 
    “The ShadEcon lawyers will argue the mines are not within your jurisdiction.” 
 
    “I have jurisdiction over my face and anyone punching it. Call it a felony occurring in my presence. I have an obligation to take action no matter where I am.” 
 
    “Your contact with Sharn and myself was improper. All evidence and testimony that follows will be considered fruit of the poisonous tree and will be suppressed.” 
 
    Thad shook his head. “Good luck with that.” 
 
    Proletan moved on, undeterred by Thad’s rapid-fire answers. “You implied there was a second thing.”  
 
    “I don’t think you want to go with them.” 
 
    “You don’t know me.” 
 
    Thaddeus thought he did. “You don’t respect the people you work for.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Are you going to kill me?” Thad asked. 
 
    “It is a bit of a gray area. My contract requires me to make my best attempt at assassination and no more. ShadEcon has to pay me more if they want me to try again.” 
 
    “They can’t just shock you until you do what they want?” 
 
    “They’d need a new shock collar, and no.” 
 
    “Why not? They’re criminals. Following the rules and honoring contracts isn’t what criminals are known for. What do they have to fear from a contract?” Thad asked. 
 
    “Retribution. My contract also makes a promise. If violated, I will hunt them to the ends of the galaxy. All of them. Their families. Friends. All their pets.” 
 
    “I get it.” 
 
    “Not even ShadEcon can afford to pay me twice for one kill. This has never come up because my best effort has always meant the death of the target.”  
 
    Thad tossed his trash into the compactor. “I don’t know what to do with you. Can’t trust you no matter how much I think I understand your real motives.” 
 
    “I live to kill beautifully.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    Proletan laughed. “You’re as direct as they say.” 
 
    “Thanks. Now give me the truth, man to man.” 
 
    “I have to be the best. In my opinion, being the best at killing means I need fear nothing.” 
 
    “Sure, but you’re still going to die.” Thad had meant the words as a joke. He’d expected to share a moment of soldierly camaraderie with the man. Instead, he watched their budding friendship die as Proletan went to his cot and laid down, facing the wall. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE: Dixie’s Delight 
 
    Slipping away from the Mother Lode was easier and easier. Her absence had conditioned her girls to be more independent. She knew it was ridiculous when she paused at the door, looked back, and was sad no one seemed to be watching her. 
 
    She'd long known how to capture the attention of men, and most women, with a flash of skin and a hair toss. Now she was learning to push them away, remain unseen, be invisible to her enemies or adversaries. 
 
    The saloon was crowded, though few people could afford to buy as many drinks as they wanted. She thought of it as the Darklanding grind—men and women sitting at tables nursing one drink for as long as possible before giving up and going home. 
 
    Music played loudly. There was a lot of smoke in the air despite a lack of people smoking. One or two men in the corner seemed responsible for all the pollution tonight. She was accustomed to such things. Her entire adult life had been spent in places like this. 
 
    It'd been a long time since she was a lonely orphan fighting for survival. 
 
    The streets of Darklanding were another matter. She wasn't sure how or why, but tonight felt more sinister, which made her grudgingly appreciate the small radio phone Sledge had given her. 
 
    “What good will this do me?” she’d asked him after one of their more successful dates.  
 
    That had hurt the big man’s feelings. He was awfully sensitive for a massive tower of testosterone. Having the radio was nice, but she doubted she would use it because by the time she needed him that badly, she wouldn’t be able to wait for him to come running, or walking, or whatever the big guy did when rescuing cute little damsels like Dixie. 
 
    The men standing on their corners near their warming fires knew her and would not harass her. They didn't want to be on her shit-list. Getting banned from the Mother Lode was possibly the worst fate imaginable in Darklanding. Nevertheless, she didn't feel safe. 
 
    The town looked ten years older than it was. Cheaply-paved roads and rows of temporary structures hadn't aged well. There hadn't been sufficient street lighting in the first place and half of it didn't work now. Shadows moved where they shouldn't. 
 
    She walked briskly, rarely looking back but aware of her surroundings nevertheless. A woman walking alone at night, constantly glancing over her shoulder, looked suspicious. It also showed weakness. It was a good way to attract predators. 
 
    Instead, she used reflections in windows to check for followers.  She casually glanced down streets whenever she turned a corner. She'd been attacked and beaten, and worse things, many times before she rose to her current position. 
 
    She'd come a long way. Now she was ready to take the next step, ready to rise to a higher level. The desperation of her youth made her who she was today. She never relied on one solution to a problem. She was the madam of the Mother Lode but also had ten side hustles in progress. That was a lesson she'd learned well. Never put all your eggs in one basket. 
 
    She wouldn't tell the woman she was meeting tonight about her other business ventures. If this spymaster could deliver what she was offering, Dixie wouldn't need the other hustles, but she'd keep them all the same. 
 
    The shadow woman waited near a vacant lot meant to be a park someday. There were trees and shrubbery, but nothing arranged by a landscape artist. Everything was wild and shaggy. Two-story temporary buildings and warehouses surrounded the someday-park. 
 
    Dixie saw the hooded woman. Her disguise needed work. The signs of wealth and influence were obvious to Dixie. No matter how dirty or unkempt this woman's clothing was, underneath, she was a person of privilege. She slouched, but it was a fake slouch. She acted afraid, but clearly wasn't. 
 
    The ominous threat of the Darklanding streets had also receded, probably because the mystery woman had a security detail that had locked down the area. 
 
    Dixie went along with the charade. 
 
    "You came alone, good," the woman said. 
 
    "Did I?" 
 
    The woman paused, raising a hand to one ear and ducking her face into her hood. She was probably communicating with her security team, ordering them to check the area again. 
 
    Dixie interrupted her. "I completed my mission. What else do I have to do to prove myself?" 
 
    Irritated, the woman cut her secretive conversation short. Now she was off balance, glaring at Dixie with resentment. This was a clue. If the woman still wanted to do the deal, then Dixie had the advantage. She had something they wanted. 
 
    "Do not presume too much," the woman said. "You're talented. Your performance clearly demonstrates that much. But you are not the only one we've recruited." 
 
    Dixie crossed her arms and waited. 
 
    "There is much you don't know," the woman said. 
 
    Dixie almost recognized the voice. 
 
    "Your mission on Melborn was satisfactory. You have proved you can keep a secret and that you're surprisingly adept at gathering human intel," the woman said. "You've shown you can run a brothel, which is a surprisingly unique skill." 
 
    "So do I have the job or not?" Dixie asked, using a low-class accent as she planted one fist on her hip. 
 
    "Don't play the simpleton role with me. You might be from the streets, but you're far more sophisticated than you want everyone to believe," the woman said. 
 
    "Maybe this is the real me. You have a problem with that, you with a silver spoon in your mouth?" Dixie asked. 
 
    The woman bristled but didn't take the bait. "We are expanding our operation in the Wilok System. We need a master of spies, and my collaborators agree you are a good choice. But first, I need your report on the Melborn mission." 
 
    Dixie told the story using the terminology and parameters that had been set by her controller. Certain things she could talk about directly. Other things had to be mentioned only with codewords and ciphers. 
 
    She'd flown coach, haggling over prices even though she wasn't paying for the trip. She flirted with security guards at checkpoints, made a scene at a restaurant when her order was wrong, and presented herself as low-class and loud-mouthed every chance she got. 
 
    She kept it real. She hid in plain sight. With her hair and breasts, there wasn't any other way to do it. 
 
    This drove her handler crazy. Which allowed her to slip free of the leash and do what they sent her to do. Once she was on her own, she became invisible and flew under the radar—no easy task for someone as gorgeous as she was. 
 
    Seducing Armand Soler had been easy. They spent a week on a tropical island drinking too much, having great sex—for him—and sharing secrets. Half of his pillow talk was worthless, but she learned even more than she shared with her shady employers. 
 
    Things were changing in the galaxy, and would be changing even more in the Wilok System. A side benefit of her secret mission was that she now had inside information on several large projects very few people knew anything about. She thought she should talk with Shaunte, maybe team up, but decided against it. 
 
    They'd never been great friends. 
 
    When Dixie was done explaining what she had done and why she had done it, the hooded woman remained silent for several moments. Dixie resisted the urge to add to her story. That would look unprofessional. It would also reveal how nervous she was, despite what she told herself to the contrary. 
 
    "Your report is colorful, and as accurate as required. You did realize we were monitoring your progress?" 
 
    "As best you could. I'm sure your agents were thorough. Any inconsistencies between their report and mine should be attributed to their limitations," Dixie said. 
 
    "Such arrogance. Do you think you’re better than my people without having any training? I hire men and women who have served in special forces or been raised to be spies from early childhood," the woman said. 
 
    Dixie didn't answer. 
 
    "Regardless of how I feel about your attitude, you have the skills to do what we need and have proven yourself. Consider yourself our master of spies in the Wilok System," the woman said. 
 
    "Are you going to tell me who I'm working for?" 
 
    "That won't be necessary. You will be contacted by your new handler. The challenge phrase is peanut butter pizza. The response is chalk." 
 
    "That's it?" 
 
    "Simple is best," the mystery woman said. 
 
    "Of course," Dixie said. She started to leave, but stopped. "There is one more thing." 
 
    "Is there? I'm not sure you understand who is in charge. There is only one more thing if I say so.” 
 
    Dixie pressed the issue. “I have additional assets to offer." 
 
    "Not interested," the woman said, looking Dixie up and down. 
 
    "Not that. You’d have to pay me extra for that. I haven’t dipped into the lady pond for years. I’m talking about work for my girls." 
 
    "I'm even less interested in pillow talk from a bunch of whores.” 
 
    Dixie crossed her arms. “Fine, then I won't tell you which of your security staff have already been compromised by my girls." 
 
    "You have my attention." 
 
    "Come closer, so I can whisper in your ear. One of them is with you right now." 
 
    The negotiations changed after Dixie proved her point. The woman agreed to train six candidates Dixie selected. This would provide them new lives, new identities, and a comprehensive education beyond what was needed for spying. 
 
    She was more than satisfied with the result, but suspicious that the mysterious woman acquiesced. There was a good chance she had been lowballed. 
 
    “Anything else?” the woman asked sarcastically. 
 
    "Actually, there is. The Mother Lode won't work for what I have in mind. I'll need someplace with a little more class, like my own starship or a space station. Someplace where I can control access. What would happen if someone had a dangerous secret and I needed to hold onto them? On my own station, I could simply lock them down until your security goons arrive take custody." 
 
    The woman laughed uncontrollably. 
 
    Which was all Dixie needed to recognize who she was. She'd seen this woman on Melborn. The name eluded her, but she would figure it out. 
 
    "I'll take it under advisement." The woman left. Several shadows separated from their hiding places to follow her. Most walked like humans and carried guns, but one might have been Maximus if it were larger. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR: Dixie’s Espionage 
 
    Judy Ortega couldn't wait to get out of the stinking rags she'd worn to her last meeting. She wanted off this planet and away from all these rugged, arrogant as hell frontier types. Her own starship? What the hell was that? 
 
    "Give me an update, Carter," she said as she marched into the apartment building Interstellar Enterprises maintained on Darklanding. It was a boring, prefabricated structure like everything else in this town. The efforts her advance team had made to furnish it with the latest styles only emphasized its shabby nature. 
 
    Carter was young for his position. Quiet and unassuming, he nevertheless commanded the respect of the men and women he led. He was fit, extremely intelligent, and loyal. 
 
    "My snipers confirmed she came and left alone. I assigned Remi and Johnson to follow her. They're wondering if she's drunk or something because she's wandering all over the place. I told them she's probably trying to lose a tail," Carter said. 
 
    Ortega stepped onto the lift and waited for Carter and two of his men to join her. They rode up in silence. She stepped off the moment the door opened and strode into her spacious if generic apartment. Carter followed. His men posted by the door. 
 
    She stripped out of the disguise and stepped into the shower. Carter stood by the sink, waiting patiently. 
 
    "What did you think of Miss Dixie?" 
 
    "I don't think you like her," Carter said. 
 
    "She's not as smart or as attractive as she thinks she is." 
 
    "She was able to draw Armand Soler out of hiding," Carter said. 
 
    Ortega soaped up and rinsed off. "And how do you think she did that?" 
 
    "Her charming smile?" 
 
    "Don't ever change, Carter. Your youthful innocence is refreshing," she said sarcastically as she stepped out and toweled off. "I no longer have access to Proletan at will. The ShadEcon fiasco ruined that. I will have to renegotiate to get him back on retainer, which means he’ll be more expensive and harder to control. You'll have to take care of her." 
 
    He nodded, handing her a second towel before she asked for it. "Who'd she say was compromised on my team?" 
 
    "Wilson and Bobby," Ortega answered. 
 
    "They're both women." 
 
    "You're normally very thorough, Carter. But that was a mistake. Don't assume your female operators won't go to a brothel." 
 
    "It won't happen again." 
 
    Ortega dropped the towel and walked into the guest room that she was pretending was a decent closet. She selected a silk robe and put it on. "Take care of Dixie tonight. No mistakes." 
 
    “I thought she succeeded on Melborn?” Carter asked casually. He didn’t seem to care. Ortega accepted that he asked questions. His analytical nature was one of the reasons she kept him so close. 
 
    “No one can know what happened to Armand Soler. She drew him out of hiding, now she’s a liability. If she had proved more respectful—more of a team player like you—I’d have used her to run her little house of pillow secrets. Greed is a good thing; it makes people easy to manipulate. This woman, however, thinks she can blackmail me.” 
 
    “She never threatened to…” 
 
    Ortega spun toward him, fist clenched in anger. “I know her. She thinks she’s better than me!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kenneth Carter followed his routine, making sure each member of his team had checked in their gear and filed their reports. He didn't have time for his own shower, but he washed his face and armpits in the sink before donning a fresh jumpsuit, checking his weapons, and heading out into the night. 
 
    He touched his ear to toggle his comm system. "Talk to me, Remi." 
 
    "She circled back to the meeting place and seems to be searching for clues," Remi's voice scratched over the radio. 
 
    "Good, I'm almost there. Once I get eyes on her, you two can head in and get some rest." 
 
    "We'll stay with you, boss. There's some weird shit out here. I hate alien planets. Promise me we're going back to Melborn after this one," Remi said. "Johnson swears he saw a spider as big as his head." 
 
    "I'll keep that in mind. We're officially done for the night. Go in. I just want to have a look for a minute." 
 
    "Boss…" 
 
    He stepped to the corner of the someday-park and saw Dixie shining a light on the ground, probably counting footprints—gathering human intel on her enemies, like size, activity, location, unit, time, equipment… 
 
    Or maybe she’d lost a contact lens. 
 
    He smiled. The woman was an enigma, interesting for all of her idiosyncrasies and hidden talents. 
 
    "I have eyes on her. Get back to the apartment and get some sleep, that's an order," he said. 
 
    Remi and Johnson acknowledged. He waited until he was sure they were gone. By the time he was able to line up a shot, Dixie was sitting on a bench with weeds growing through it. He stared at her through the scope of his precision blaster. 
 
    She stood, adjusted her bra, and wiggled her hips to reposition her g-string, he imagined. Before he knew what was happening, she was on her way out of the park. He followed at a distance. 
 
    Stalking her would've been easy with Remi and Johnson bounding ahead on side streets to set up observation points, but he didn't want them involved in what had to happen. They were right, however, she was all over the place. Once, she climbed a fire escape, crossed to another building, and descended to the street. 
 
    He wondered if she was just trying to flash him. She had done that a lot when he had surveilled her in the Mother Lode. Covert surveillance had never been his favorite part of the job, but it was better in a place with lots of half-naked women. 
 
    During the next hour of cat and mouse, he had multiple chances to shoot her but talked himself out of it—there were possible witnesses, the wind wasn’t right, something was watching him and giving him goosebumps. All excuses. 
 
    He hated this part of the job, but no job was fun all the time. She was just a woman he didn't know who had pissed off his boss. The only problem was that his boss was wrong, Dixie was attractive, in a high mileage, bad girl way. He could imagine what she had looked like when she was his age. That made it harder, even though it shouldn't. 
 
    In the light of predawn, she arrived at a building he’d never seen before and he knew his mission had just changed.  
 
    A sliver of pink sunlight peeked over the Darklanding skyline. Carter was surprised at how diverse and interesting the view was. The town was made up of prefabricated buildings, but there were cranes, clusters of radio antennas and satellite dishes, and one section that appeared to be Unglok structures. He turned in a circle to observe as much of the town as possible. 
 
    This was something he did often, part of his situational awareness. It was how a young officer kept his people alive in combat. 
 
    The building Dixie entered was long, low, and hot. Carter moved closer and could feel the comparative humidity of the place. He smiled and shook his head, remembering details from his mission preparation research. The woman had a new greenhouse. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The man following Dixie was cute, if a bit young for her tastes. Leading him to the greenhouse was a calculated risk. She’d worried he would immediately call for backup and surround the place, not knowing what it was. She’d also been concerned he might follow her inside—attack her and worse. 
 
    His boy scout charm could be an act. In her experience, all men wanted the same thing. The only variance was how they got it. Sometimes these lily-white choirboys were the worst. But she didn't think so. This kid, Carter she thought his name was, seemed so genuine and competent that she wanted to steal him from Ortega, as she recalled the name, and give him a job. Doing what, she didn't know. 
 
    It was late. The streets of Darklanding were so quiet she could hear electricity powering the streetlights. All she could think about was her meeting with the woman. Had it gone well? Had it gone poorly? Was she losing her touch? 
 
    She was always suspicious when she got what she wanted without a fight. There were two possible reasons the woman had been such a pushover. One, Dixie hadn't asked for enough. Perhaps she underestimated her value to their spy organization. Two, the woman agreed to everything without much negotiation because she never intended to pay up. 
 
    She continued to walk, keeping her eye on the young security officer and her mind on the puzzle of her current situation. Was she ready to risk everything? Should she be concerned for just herself or should she try to bring some of her girls with her? Life was simpler when all she had to worry about was her own survival. 
 
    Leaving the greenhouse behind, she cut across town toward the rendezvous point she had planned. It was a long stretch and she had time to think and daydream. She imagined her girls strutting down a wide corridor in her private starship. A good-looking captain with broad shoulders who spoke like a gentleman told her they had arrived above Melborn. 
 
    The captain's executive officer, an extraordinarily hot young woman who was intimidated by Dixie's even better looks, complained that there were hundreds of people requesting access to Dixie's Delight. "It seems like everyone who's anyone wants to visit the ship." 
 
    Dixie smiled knowingly, staring at the planet on the viewscreen. 
 
    "Miss Dixie, may I see you in my state room?" the captain asked in his deep voice. His tone, normally gentlemanly, implied she was in trouble. She wondered if he would spank her like last time. 
 
    "Dixie!" Sledge whispered harshly from the shadows of an alleyway. "I called your name three times. He's not that far behind you, you need to focus. Or turn on the radio I gave you!” 
 
    “I have a data phone. Your radio thingy is so frontier-ish,” she said as she looked around, realizing she was near the Mother Lode. Sledge’s rough face contrasted so dramatically with her daydream that she squeaked in shock. Recovering her composure was like stepping into a cold shower. 
 
    She nodded slightly to indicate she understood, then continued forward, using her hips slightly more than was necessary to walk effectively. She reached up and plumped her hair with both hands, swaying her body dreamily as she moved. When she dropped her thick, blonde hair down her back, she imagined Ortega's young security officer had to be staring at her in undeniable lust. 
 
    “Really?" Sledge said. "Settle down. Are you trying to look like a runway model or a pornstar?” 
 
    Dixie shrugged. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Carter realized too late he should've trusted his instincts. The way Dixie had paused should have been a huge red flag. She'd been lollygagging along, only half paying attention to her environment, which was a bit unusual compared to how she’d behaved the first half of the evening. Then, something had grabbed her attention. 
 
    He'd written off the hesitation as her being startled by one of the scurrying sounds common on this planet at night. He was irritated his research hadn't prepared him for the nightmare quality of this place. A formless malevolence seemed to grow in the air night after night. 
 
    He wasn't afraid of rats, but he doubted the local variety were as tame as the long-tailed mammals he'd sometimes seen on transport ships. Something was watching him. He fought to control the sensation, aware the trauma from the extended combat missions he had endured as a young recruit often made him paranoid and suspicious. He’d been too young and too green to be thrown into the hell of his first war. That hadn’t stopped generals who’d never been to the front from feeding the machine with idealists. 
 
    His worst scars were emotional. That was the reason he kept on top of everything, kept himself squared away, and remained in control. There were no monsters in the closet, and if there were, he was ready for them.  
 
    Few people he'd met could sneak past his sixth sense for danger. It was his crap luck that tonight he met one of them—a man he’d encountered before. 
 
    Michael “Sledge” Hammer didn't charge at him, or yell, or use explosive stun grenades. One moment, Carter was following Dixie, and the next, Sledge had one hand on Carter's gun-hand, and the other wrapped around his neck from behind. 
 
    "I'd tell you not to make a sound, but it wouldn't matter. Kind of lonely out here. No one would hear you," Sledge said, his voice deep and menacing. 
 
    Dixie came back, crossing her arms and standing to face Carter. “You’re making the man's face red,” she purred. “His eyes are watering.” 
 
    A truncated airway was preventing him from resisting or shouting for help. Sledge had about a hundred pounds of muscle on him and years of experience. 
 
    "What do you think you're doing?" Carter managed to grunt. 
 
    "I'm not the one following a helpless young lady at night," she said. "Your boss is going to have to trust me if we're going to work together." 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    Dixie saw something she didn't like in that moment. "Your boss never intended to make me her master of spies on Darklanding, did she?" 
 
    He didn't answer, only giving her a stubborn, red-faced look. 
 
    Sledge shook him. "She asked you a question." 
 
    "I do security. Whether or not she hires you or doesn't hire you means nothing to me. I was sent to follow and see where you went, find out what secrets you're hiding," Carter said. 
 
    "I don't like these games," Dixie said. "Why send me to Melborn if that wasn't going to prove I'm trustworthy?" 
 
    "We needed to draw Armand Soler out of seclusion. We needed him to vote on a proposal," Carter said. 
 
    "You better loosen that chokehold, Sledge. His eyes are about to pop out," Dixie said. 
 
    "Soler voted, but that'll be his last vote. He's dead," Sledge said. "Stepped in front of a subway train, which is odd for someone who never went near a subway in his life." 
 
    "You can't possibly know that," Carter said. 
 
    "I was a SagCon special investigator. I have connections." Sledge released the chokehold, spun Carter around, then pushed him toward the wall and stood to block his escape. "You look quick, Carter. Real light on your feet, I bet. Maybe you're thinking of making a break for it. Don't make me chase you." 
 
    "It doesn't matter. My team is on the way. You're good, but not that good," Carter said. "Seven against one will stack the odds in my favor." 
 
    Sledge pretended to wait, looking right and left with exaggerated concern. Abruptly, he dropped the charade. "It doesn't seem like your team is going to show…because you came alone, which was probably your first and last mistake as Ortega's hitman." 
 
    "I'm not a hitman." 
 
    "Correction, you're not a good hitman. If I thought you knew what you were doing, I would've killed you two blocks ago." Sledge looked at Dixie. "What are we going to do with him?" 
 
    "I think I'll turn him into a double agent," Dixie said. 
 
    Sledge shook his head. "That won't work. We've met before. He's too much of a straight arrow to maintain that type of deception. That's probably why Ortega keeps him close. He's not a good liar. Normally does what he is told.” 
 
    "He's also not fond of being talked about like he's not present," Carter said. 
 
    Dixie waved her fingertips airily. “Let him go. He’s cute.” 
 
    Sledge gripped Carter’s collar with his left hand, pulling his right back as though ready to punch him. “Whatever. He saw the greenhouse.” 
 
    “Sledge, try not to kill the nice young security officer,” Dixie said sweetly. “He won’t be telling anyone we’re only days away from a new batch of tigi for the Ungloks and a few months from some decent whiskey for the humans. And if he did, that would only drive up the price.” 
 
    Sledge shoved him against the wall again and stepped back, eyes locked on him, chest rising and falling like a man who not only wanted a fight, but needed to fight soon. His inner bear was on full display. A normal man, civilian or military, would be looking for a place to run. 
 
    Carter smiled and glanced at his feet. "That won't stay secret for long. The building is too big and it's right in the middle of Darklanding. But what you really don't want me to do is tell Ortega you know Armand Soler was assassinated." 
 
    Dixie's expression turned to ice. She stepped closer to Carter and jabbed her finger into his chest. "That is something I won't forget. You people used me to kill a man." 
 
    Sledge growled a command. “Turn around and put your hands behind your back. I’m going to put slip-cuffs on you.” 
 
    “You can’t arrest me.” 
 
    “Citizen’s arrest.” 
 
    “Let him go,” Dixie said. 
 
    “Nope. I’m not taking chances where your safety is concerned. He needs a few days to cool his heels at Thad’s fancy new jail.” 
 
    Carter didn’t move. 
 
    “Be smart, kid. You’ve got nothing to prove. I know you’re tough. Fight me, and someone is going to get hurt for no reason.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tiberius pressed the talk button. "Shaunte, call me as soon as you get this." 
 
    He sat in his office twiddling his thumbs with the lights dimmed. After about five minutes, he broke down and lit a cigar. And if he was going to smoke a cigar, a glass of whiskey was in order. 
 
    He walked to the picture window looking over Melborn. The city lights were as different from Darklanding as a single credit chip was from a billion-dollar investment portfolio. He knew how long it took for a communication to reach Darklanding and didn't expect a quick reply. That didn't keep him from worrying about his daughter. 
 
    Holding his whiskey in one hand and the cigar in the other, he exhaled toward the ceiling. "I can't believe I'm going to say this… I wish I was in Darklanding!" 
 
    The meetings he had scheduled on Melborn were important and couldn't be canceled. Why the hell had Soler been slumming in the subway tunnels? His idiotic death, probably a suicide or worse, had sent the entire financial structure of Melborn into a tailspin. He’d voted on something that was intended to be repealed days later, then died before that could happen. 
 
    Now all the empires were coming down. 
 
    Tiberius Plastes and a few other of the power elite had fires to put out. On the upside, that meant opportunity. On the downside, it meant corporation-crushing risk. 
 
    The call from the SagCon stockholder’s committee had been urgent, putting him between a rock and a hard place. Now he was a long ways away and his daughter was in danger. He should've never left her in the same system with Ortega. The woman was probably the best businessperson he'd ever met, a strategic thinker beyond equal. But her hobby was espionage and she wasn't as good at it as she'd come to believe. 
 
    That made her dangerous. The woman used crude, violent methods when her schemes failed to come to fruition. 
 
    He took a large swallow of whiskey, rolling it over the back of his throat to savor the burn. "Shaunte, answer your phone. I don't want to leave a message like this." 
 
    He stalked back and forth, snarling at animal carcasses he'd acquired on safari on dozens of worlds. The mantle above his office fireplace was covered with awards and pictures with important people. His desk cost as much as a small starship. He stood in front of it, unwilling to walk around and sit in his chair. What kind of man would he be if he sat down when his daughter was about to make a mistake that could, at the very least, ruin her career, and possibly get her killed? 
 
    The phone remained silent. The whiskey continued to burn. Smoke from his cigar twisted its way toward the ceiling. 
 
    The light on his phone blinked—incoming call. He slammed down the whiskey glass and lunged for the receive button. “Shaunte!” 
 
    “Father? Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes! I am. Why didn't you answer my call?" 
 
    "I did, Father. From the middle of a dead sleep, no less. I didn't think you were the type to make drunken, poorly thought out phone calls in the middle of the night." Her voice had that peculiar sound of a long-distance call. 
 
    "I'm not drunk, not yet. We need to talk about your new friend. This is an open line so let's keep it brief and vague." 
 
    "Fine." 
 
    Now that he had her on the line, he wasn't sure how to tell her what had to be done. She had changed a lot since taking over the Darklanding project. If he tried to push her, she'd push back. This call might've been a bad idea. He started to worry it would have the opposite effect of what he hoped it would. 
 
    "If you don't start talking, I'm going back to bed," Shaunte said. 
 
    "I know we haven't always gotten along. But you need to trust me when I say this is for your own good…" 
 
    The sound of the phone being moved quickly cut him off. "Hold on, there's something on the roof. I’m going onto the balcony to see if I can get a look at it.” 
 
    "Shaunte?" 
 
    The sound of her moving rapidly with her hand over the phone was all he heard. 
 
    "Shaunte!" 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Tiberius started to pray, realizing halfway through the memorized words how long it had been since he'd even considered such an action. The moment felt surreal, forcing him to sit down. "Shaunte, please talk to me." 
 
    Her voice came back on the line. She was out of breath and sounded irritated. "I'm not sure what's going on out there, but there's been some weirdness I don't like. I constantly feel like I'm being watched, and I’m actually afraid to go out at night. And let me tell you this, I've never feared going where I want to when I want to. I'm not sure I can do this anymore at Darklanding. It's like I’m going crazy." 
 
    "Listen to me carefully, Shaunte. You shouldn't go out alone. Keep Fry with you or that pig-dog-thing.” 
 
    “Relax, Dad. I’m not twelve anymore.” 
 
    “Call off the deal with Ortega. I have to make this quick. We’re losing the connection. There must be a lot of ships moving into the Wilok System. That always interferes with communications networks. Judy Ortega is dangerous. I have information about her real purpose in Darklanding. Get away from her and stay away from her. I’ll come as soon as I can." 
 
    Shaunte's voice slammed through the speaker. "Don't try to rescue me! Let me do this on my own for once." She ended the call. 
 
    Tiberius stared at the speaker. With a heavy heart, he refilled his whiskey glass and smoked a cigar in a room illuminated only by the night lights of Melborn coming through his window. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE: Bondsman 
 
    Thaddeus consulted his to-do list, then dropped the data pad into his coat pocket. From life-threatening to mundane, the Sheriff of Darklanding did it all. The devil was in the details.  
 
    He stood at the railhead serving Darklanding and the mines. Crews of men with heavy forklifts stacked equipment and supplies onto huge flatbed railcars. This train was a slow mover going to the mines rather than coming back. It contained all the usual gear, but also several railcars loaded with massive drilling and excavation machinery. The last car on the train held rough timber and metal I-beams that would be used as structural support in the new shafts and tunnels. 
 
    A cluster of supervisors argued about the rising water in Transport Canyon. All but one believed it was not a problem. 
 
    "It doesn't look like a problem, is what you mean to say. We have no way to know if the rail foundations are stable. We can't put a load this heavy on tracks that could be out of alignment. What good does it do to send all this equipment if it never arrives?" 
 
    "We have survey crews en route," another man said. 
 
    "Great. Let's wait until they give us a report. That will only take three or four days.” 
 
    Another of the supervisors, who had been quiet until now, spoke. "This train’s already ten minutes late. It's moving now. On my authority." 
 
    Thaddeus was incredibly glad the conversation was over. He didn't know which side was right, but he had things to do besides referee logistical decisions among SagCon middle-management. 
 
    Now that the decision had been made, they all seemed to be relieved and excited the mines were finally reopening. 
 
    Bored, he compared the efficiency of these men to the Ground Forces Corps of Engineers. Some of the men had served in the military, he thought. Some had gone to graduate schools and leadership seminars. Others were like P. C. Dickles, hardworking men who learned by solving problems. 
 
    As fascinating as the analysis was, he had to return to his real problem. Proletan was still locked down. The savant hitman would be released the moment his transport to the Melborn judicial complex was complete. ShadEcon had allies in high places and hired the best lawyers. The only reason he was still in custody was that Thaddeus had exercised his frontier right to ignore certain procedures. 
 
    It wasn't something he was good at. Going by the book made things easier—keep it simple, stupid, was the way to get things done. But running a one-man show forced him to make his own rules half the time. 
 
    He had spent the night reading up on the procedure. In the past, he had requested the people he arrested to be transported to pretrial confinement and assumed the courts would do everything else. This time, it was different. There was a very real chance that Proletan would be released the moment he set foot on Melborn and would then be sent back to finish the job. 
 
    Thaddeus wasn't likely to survive a second encounter. 
 
    He also needed to make a statement to ShadEcon. Keeping Proletan out of the game was a strategic decision as much as it was a legal one. They had to know where the line was. Thaddeus had drawn it when he arrested their hired killer. 
 
    Leaving the loading operation, he proceeded to the front gate where Mast and Maximus watched a crowd of workers protesting against ShadEcon. This particular group was calm. They still had jobs, in theory. They didn't interfere with the reconstruction efforts because they wanted to work. Thaddeus sensed their frustration and thought half of them were standing here with their signs because they just didn't know what else to do. 
 
    "How are we doing?" 
 
    Mast bobbed his head. "We're doing muchly fine. These men are very polite compared to the last mob we dealt with." 
 
    "I'm going to speak with Shaunte. Let me know if something changes." Thad went to the Mother Lode, where he found Shaunte in her office working furiously on several legal documents. 
 
    “Knock, knock,” he said as he rapped his knuckles on the door frame and entered. 
 
    She glanced up. “Hello, Thaddeus. Did the excavation equipment get shipped?” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Shaunte. It’s trundling toward the mines now.” 
 
    “Good. We’re making progress. Slow, slow progress, but I’ll take what I can get at this point.” 
 
    Thad watched her return to her work. This was their routine, brief hello and back to work. He didn’t mind. It was nice to sit and watch her for a few minutes. He made coffee, then brought two cups to her desk, sitting on the corner of it as he handed her one. 
 
    “Oh, thanks, Thad.” She took the cup in both hands and smiled at him, clearly unaware of where they had been in their previous conversation. “What can I do for you? Sorry, that sounded like I am answering the phone for a total stranger.” 
 
    “Hello, stranger,” he said with a wink and a sip of his coffee. 
 
    She laughed and looked less stressed. 
 
    “I need to bond out Proletan and keep him with me.” 
 
    “Send him to pretrial services like all the others. We don’t have time to babysit a murderer,” she said. 
 
    “You’re right. I might point out, however, that ShadEcon will get him out on bond with one of their bondsmen the moment he arrives in a jurisdiction they have subverted,” Thad said. 
 
    “And they’ll send him back to try again.” She opened a new set of documents and began speed-reading. A few moments later, she shook her head. It was a small movement that made her even more beautiful despite giving him bad news. “I can override most laws, but you can’t be the sheriff and a bondsman. The law is very clear on that.” 
 
    “I’ll find someone on Darklanding to be his bondsman.” 
 
    “Do it. What else do you have?” 
 
    “That was the main thing for now. I’ll let you get back to work if you promise to see me tonight,” he said. 
 
    “It’s a date.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Thaddeus found Dixie at the Mother Lode. She looked both drunk and distracted, a combination of conditions he’d never seen.  
 
    “I heard Sledge was in town. Can you confirm or deny?” he asked. 
 
    She smiled licentiously. “Why, Sheriff Fry, I can very much confirm the big brute is here and as virile as ever.” 
 
    “Too much information. I need to ask him for a favor.” 
 
    Dixie shrugged. "Then ask him. He's over at your training facility flipping tires over and over and over. I told him he's getting a gut and now he's working out like you." 
 
    "Thanks." Thaddeus left the Mother Lode and went around back to the vacant lot where he had his scavenged exercise gear piled. Michael “Sledge” Hammer, Ground Forces veteran and retired SagCon Special Investigator, had apparently completed his tire-moving routine and decided to beat it with a hammer. 
 
    The man was big, broad-shouldered, thick-waisted and thick-legged, and hairy everyplace but the crown of his head. Everyone knew he had an obsession with Dixie and that she sometimes returned his affections. For the most part, she was content to be chased and he was content to do the chasing. 
 
    "Sledge." 
 
    The giant man tossed the hammer against one of the truck tires and walked toward Thaddeus. "Hope you don't mind." 
 
    Thaddeus motioned toward the tires, ropes, and other heavy objects stacked along one side of the vacant lot. "Mi casa es su casa." 
 
    "Thanks. Dixie called me a fat slob." 
 
    "Weren’t you the one complaining about having a beer gut?" 
 
    Sledge shrugged. "What's up?" 
 
    "I've got a job for you. You ever been a bondsman?" 
 
    His face became cautious and skeptical. "Yeah, I have all the proper licenses. Part of my special investigator credentials that I maintain. What do you have in mind, Thaddeus Fry?” 
 
    "I need to keep an eye on Proletan. He's locked up, but I don't feel great leaving him without a guard.” 
 
    Sledge held up his hands. "Nope. I don't do guard duty. All I'll do is sit around and eat and get fat. I'm having a hard enough time as it is.” 
 
    "I was hoping you could bond him out and then keep an eye on him. You could use him as a sparring partner," Thaddeus said. 
 
    "Are you trying to get me killed?" 
 
    "Will you do it? I'm running out of options." 
 
    Sledge picked up a towel from one of the piles of shipping counterweights Thaddeus sometimes dragged back and forth across the lot and wiped his face. "Sure. Why the hell not. What can you tell me about him?" 
 
    "He's one of those honor among assassins types. Doesn't respect his employers but still takes the money and does the job," Thaddeus said. 
 
    "Great. He's probably moody and introspective when he’s not slitting people's throats.” 
 
    "That's your problem.” 
 
    "How long are we doing this? His trial might be two years away with the way things are nowadays. I'm not sitting on him that long. You best figure out a solution before then." 
 
    "I will." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX: A Full Time Job 
 
    “Why am I locked up and he’s sitting out there?” Carter asked. “I’m illegally detained for doing my job and the assassin gets to watch vids?” 
 
    “He has a point,” Proletan said, flipping the channel to a low-altitude racing program. 
 
    “First of all, this isn’t my jail. I don’t make the rules. Second of all, Proletan is out on bond. You’re being held prisoner against your boss’s good behavior,” Sledge said. “It’s more of a kidnapping than an actual detention…entirely different set of rules.” 
 
    Carter laughed crazily and paced across his cell. “I can’t believe this. You’re insane. Do you have any idea what Interstellar Enterprises will do to you when they find out about this?” 
 
    Sledge opened drawer after drawer of Thad’s desk. “They’ll have to cut me in half and share me with ShadEcon, I imagine. Assuming the Sagittarian Conglomerate doesn’t come after me next. I didn’t leave on the best terms.” 
 
    Carter stopped and stared at Sledge. “Damn, you’re an ugly brute. What does Dixie see in you?” 
 
    Sledge marched to the prisoner door and hammered one fist on the mute button. “Sticks and stones will break your bones if you keep running your mouth, kid.” 
 
    Carter replied but no sound came through the intercom to match the movement of his mouth. 
 
    “He’s not bad, for a security specialist,” Proletan said. “You are ruining his career. You know that, right?” 
 
    "What do you care?" 
 
    Proletan clicked off the vid screen. "I care about very little. Human behavior interests me. I'm a critical observer, like a scientist.” 
 
    "Who kills people," Sledge said. He understood what the man was saying. A certain level of detachment was necessary to operate in a maelstrom of chaos and violence. He wasn't sure if Proletan had been in war, but it was a good bet. Likely he had transitioned out of a high-speed commando unit into the world of highly-paid mercenaries. 
 
    It was unlikely he would learn the truth about Proletan's background. It didn't matter. The ShadEcon enforcer had always shrouded himself in mystery. What mattered was whether or not Sledge could keep the man from killing his friends. 
 
    Proletan watched him, his expression calm and neutral. With his feet kicked up on a desk and the vid controller in one hand, he looked relaxed. 
 
    Sledge and Proletan were about the same height—large, broad-shouldered men with thick muscles and a look of quickness despite their size. Sledge outweighed him by twenty or thirty pounds, which wasn't necessarily a bad thing. In a foot race, he’d lose. If he had to pin the man to the ground during a fight, he'd have the advantage. 
 
    "You're not going to say anything? I just called you a killer, and not in a good way." 
 
    Proletan dropped his feet to the floor and sat up. He leaned his elbows on his knees and looked earnestly at Sledge. "A warrior must be calm in the face of all things.” 
 
    “Miyamoto Musashi,” Sledge said, “The Book of Five Rings.” 
 
    Proletan nodded and said nothing. 
 
    "So we've read a lot of the same books and have similar training. The difference between us is right now, you're my prisoner. Sheriff Fry doesn't want to send you back to pretrial confinement on Melborn.” 
 
    "Because I would be released almost immediately and would come back to kill him and all of his friends." He paused. "Not out of vendetta, but because I would be paid to do so." 
 
    "Ding, ding, ding! We have a winner!" He stood up and cracked his knuckles. "So here's how it's going to work. You've been paroled to me. You're my responsibility. If you think you'll take another crack at my friends, you'll have to go through me. And trust me, brother, you never fought anyone like me." 
 
    "I understand." 
 
    "I'll gun you down if I even see you look crosswise at the wrong person," Sledge said. 
 
    "A wise course of action," Proletan said. 
 
    “Where'd you serve?" 
 
    A tired, slightly sad smile crossed Proletan's expression. "I never had the honor. Most people believe I was some sort of shock trooper who decided to get paid. The truth is, I was born and raised to this. No one ever gave me a choice." 
 
    Sledge wasn't sure what to say so he kept his mouth shut. 
 
    Proletan continued in a quiet voice. "We could be friends, I think. So I will give you this warning, don't think you know me or understand me. And most of all, do not think that you can take me in a one-to-one fight. We would both regret the outcome." 
 
    "Thaddeus beat you.” 
 
    "He was lucky. Everyone loses some of the time, even me. I don't resent the outcome. It is what it is. Now I'm paroled to an oversized caveman. It could be worse." He changed the course of the conversation abruptly. "For the record, I was glad to see Fry defeat LeClerc in the low-altitude racing exhibition on Darklanding." 
 
    “LeClerc was a piece of work.” 
 
    Carter slammed his fist on the door of his cell but no sound reached the outside. 
 
    "You're going to have to do something about him," Proletan said. 
 
    "I'm open to suggestions." 
 
    "You have three options: let him go, kill him, or sit here and guard him. It's all very tedious. Is there something around here I could read?" 
 
    Sledge shook his head. "The only thing I've found are some printouts of online law enforcement coursework. I'm not sure if Thaddeus has read all of them, but Mast has made colorful notes in the margins.” 
 
    "I'm fluent in Unglok. Could be interesting.” 
 
    Sledge pointed at the desk. "Top drawer on the left." 
 
    Before long, the ShadEcon enforcer was quietly reading in the corner. Sledge went to the cell and pushed the talk button. "Carter, I'm thinking about letting you go.” 
 
    The young security specialist stared at him without responding, clearly not amused with what he expected was another game. 
 
    "I just spent the last half-hour threatening the most deadly assassin in human history to stay away from my friends.” 
 
    "How'd that go?" Carter asked. 
 
    Sledge shrugged. 
 
    "Well, are you going to let me go or not?" His frustration started to show through his professionalism. "You destroyed my credibility with Ortega. I can't admit what happened to me and I can't make anything up to explain where I've been all night." 
 
    "I can probably provide you an alibi. One of Dixie's girls, Leslie Stargazer most likely. She'll tell Ortega she had you handcuffed to a bed. Come to think of it, that's not a bad idea." Sledge hit the mute button and turned away before Carter could respond. 
 
    He felt like a jerk. Carter wasn't a bad guy. He didn't deserve this kind of treatment. At the same time, Sledge didn't take chances with his enemies. 
 
    Dixie came as soon as he called. They’d often rendezvoused at the Cornelius Vandersun Correctional Facility and Rehab Center. Thaddeus rarely set foot in the place unless he had somebody in custody. It was modern, air-conditioned, and had two vacant employee apartments on the second floor. 
 
    His heart skipped a beat when she walked in the front door. "There's my beautiful seductress." 
 
    Dixie batted her eyes. They embraced and kissed until Proletan cleared his throat. 
 
    "Oh, honey, I'm not embarrassed by public displays of affection." She leaned close to Sledge and played with a piece of chest hair sticking out of the top of his shirt. "I see you have a lot of company, which makes me wonder what you need me here for?" 
 
    "I think you’re right, we should release Carter. But he needs an alibi. We play our cards well, maybe we can kind of have a half-assed double agent in Ortega's camp.” 
 
    "What do you have in mind, you big, strong, hairy man?” 
 
    "I think Leslie should handcuff our young security specialist to her bed and have her way with him. He’d basically have no choice but to be on our side after that.” 
 
    Dixie thought about it for a while. "I think Leslie will be good for the handcuffing part, at least. After that, we'll see." 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Proletan remained in his corner reading this somewhat humorous law enforcement coursework. It seemed so basic and naïve. There were, however, a few things he'd forgotten that could be useful in the future. Procedural stuff, things that pointed to the psychology of the guardian sect. Every society had this group of men and women who thought they were standing up for what was right in protecting the weak. 
 
    He watched Sledge and Dixie talk. It was disappointing they had underestimated his hearing. Surely they should've known that as an interstellar assassin and super-spy turned enforcer, he would have better-than-average powers of observation. 
 
    The conversation was predictable and almost amusing. He felt bad for Carter. The man was getting the shaft from everyone, his employer and his adversaries both. But that wasn't what had his attention now. 
 
    He knew Dixie from the orphanage. Not everything he had told Sledge was true. He'd been taken at an early age and subjected to training that some people would consider torturous, but he had not been born into the life he currently led. Like many of his peers, he had been a throwaway child until someone recognized his innate talents. 
 
    He remembered Dixie. They had been children, and he'd been in love with her to the extent five-year-olds understood the emotion. It surprised him he wasn't upset by this new development. She hadn't recognized him. Probably because she hadn't really looked at him yet—or hadn’t really been looking at him all those years ago. 
 
    Turning away from their conversation, he immersed himself in the printouts of the online coursework. It seemed Thaddeus wasn't a notetaker. Mast, on the other hand, had done a spectacular job of making the documents interesting. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN: Where is Maximus Now? 
 
    Mast Jotham was worried. Maximus, the Glakridozian pig-dog they’d all come to love and cherish despite his bad attitude and morning flatulence, had been gone for hours. A month ago, this would have been normal, however, the animal had kept Mast or Thaddeus in sight after the incident with the hunter Zanerexourn Voidhunter. 
 
    “I haven’t seen him,” Thad said. “I thought I heard him howling last night, but by the time I woke up, everything was quiet again.” 
 
    “I dreamed of him running through the streets of Darklanding,” Mast said, knowing this would catch his friend’s attention. Ungloks only had nine dreams in their lives. Mast had spent one not so long ago during his vision quest into the shaft concealing the alien ship. 
 
    Thaddeus stopped what he was doing. "We better find him." 
 
    "That is very muchly what I am thinking as well. Should we go together or split up?" 
 
    "Let's split up." 
 
    Before long, Mast was striding through the streets of Darklanding looking for a pig-dog-thing in jeopardy. The Glakridozian had rid himself of the Heart Stone but maybe the poisons had already done their damage. 
 
    He searched throughout the day and into the evening. Hours passed slowly, and he worried about the animal. 
 
    A horrible sound split the night, grabbing Mast’s attention immediately. He called out, but Maximus did not respond. The animal was too far away and moving fast. 
 
    Mast called Sheriff Fry. "I have not found Maximus, but I hear him howling and running." 
 
    The reply was scratchy. There had been a lot of interference in the communication network. Thaddeus had said it was because too many ships were coming and going from the system, even though there was not much exotic ore to move. 
 
    "Can you tell if he's hunting? Because that would be great. I can stop worrying about him and stop fielding the complaints about our angry rodent problem.” 
 
    "Angry rodents are a problem?" 
 
    "People are losing their pets. They blame it on rats, or whatever rat-like creatures are here on Ungwilook. I've been meaning to talk to you about it," Thaddeus said. "I'm in the middle of something. Can't spend all my time looking for Maximus. Let me know as soon as you find him.” 
 
    "I will muchly do that," Mast said. He hurried toward the sounds of howling in the night. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Thaddeus stood from his small desk and walked to his window. His apartment was feeling more and more like an office. All he did was work. When he wasn't on patrol or breaking up fights, he was catching up on reports and filing requests for additional equipment and manpower. It reminded him of his days in Ground Forces. 
 
    He opened the window vent and listened for Maximus. After a few minutes, he heard the howl and recognized it immediately. "Get your hairy butt back here, pig-dog,” he muttered. 
 
    With renewed determination, he strode to his desk intent on closing out his paperwork for the day and rejoining the search. He scrolled through them to make sure nothing would come back and bite him if he put it off until tomorrow. At the bottom of the list, there were dozens of complaints from citizens of Darklanding. He was about to shut the computer down when he noticed similarities in the reports. 
 
    People complained of losing pets. They reported attacks by nightmare creatures, spider things with too many legs. He'd initially dismissed them because the details were never consistent. Some described the pests as palm-sized. Others claimed they were as big as a grown man. 
 
    "These have to be an exaggeration." He closed out the workstation and strapped on his blaster belt. It was time for another patrol in search of his missing Glakridozian friend. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Yakti-droon was a thousand bodies and one mind. Perhaps he was too ancient, maybe he was poisoned with evil thoughts, but he grew stronger night by night. A younger version of his race might have rushed headlong into slaughter, feasting until the prey fought back. 
 
    Yakti-droon was smarter because he was older. Thousands upon thousands of years older, in mind at least. He had existed within many bodies. It was the intellect that mattered. Once, or perhaps a hundred times, he had made the mistake of rushing into herds of victims to gorge himself and bathe in the bloodletting. But that always brought the guardians who knew how to fight and loved to kill Yakti-droon’s many bodies. 
 
    The Glakridozian howled in the night. 
 
    Yakti-droon crouched low to the ground, body trembling, his fifteen legs twitching in fear. He paused. He counted. It seemed that he’d had more legs once, maybe a hundred? 
 
    His hunger spiked. He needed to feast on blood and fear or his long life would become a pathetic damnation of hibernation. Never again would he submit to the long sleep that had taken him when the ship had been parked at the bottom of the Ungwilook shaft. 
 
    But first, he had to eliminate the Glakridozian. Once the vile creature was gone, the slaughter of Darklanding could begin. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT: Stood Up 
 
    Shaunte read the message twice, surprised Thad would beg off a dinner-meeting. As busy as they were, they’d had success combining business and pleasure. A one-hour business date could transition into a pleasant evening if they started in the right place—like the Red Door Restaurant or a scenic overlook of the dramatically-altered Transport Canyon. 
 
    Telling herself not to be annoyed, and admitting that she was worried about Maximus as well, she went back to work. 
 
    She put in long nights studying the information that pertained to Judy Ortega's proposition. Everything was legitimate. Her father's call had been upsetting, but not unexpected. What she wanted to know now was whether or not she could do this without Ortega and Interstellar Enterprises. 
 
    That had been her plan from the start, before the woman came into the picture with her enormous political clout and endless resources. What Shaunte had in mind was developing Ungwilook to its full potential. The back-to-back disasters at the SagCon mining operation had shown what over-reliance on a single income stream could do. 
 
    She’d apprenticed on a planet called Moreen Dale where a single-purpose operation made sense. The planet only had one resource worth claiming and an environment that was hostile to humans. 
 
    Darklanding was different. Humans could thrive here. The local culture was rich and diverse. There were problems, to be sure, but why shouldn't she maximize SagCon’s return on their investment in the system? 
 
    What she needed now was a better idea of Ortega. Was the woman an ally or an enemy? She didn't have enough information. 
 
    Her annoyance at Thaddeus's preoccupation with the pig-dog returned. All she wanted him to do was take a look at Ortega's base of operations in Darklanding. The woman had an entire block of apartments converted to her use. It would be well within the rights of the local sheriff to do an inspection for code compliance. 
 
    And Shaunte had detected several suspicious real estate transactions. At first, none seemed related, but now she believed Ortega was plotting to gather land near the edge of the Darklanding mesa. What was most interesting was that this particular area had once been designated as a secondary spaceport site. Many of the first surveyors thought it was a superior location to where the current spaceport was located. 
 
    Shaunte didn't need competition on that scale. If Judy Ortega didn't come clean that she was planning such a facility, then the deal was off and they were destined to become the bitterest of rivals. 
 
    But it still wasn't war. Her father acted like she could get herself killed, but this was just business. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Thaddeus stopped and looked back. Shadows moved. The first five times, he thought it could be his imagination, but now he knew he was being stalked by something inhuman. The way these things moved reminded him of the creatures at the bottom of the spirit quest shaft. Had they been living down there for all these centuries? How had they survived? Why would they climb to the surface now? 
 
    Each of these thoughts had merit and needed answers, but most of his attention was on his immediate environment. This area was dark, with streetlights that seemed to be working even less efficiently than usual. 
 
    Following his gut instinct, he crossed the street and positioned himself near the corner of a building he could use as cover if he were about to be in a firefight. The arachnoid things didn’t have weapons, but he thought they might rush him. If that happened, he would need barriers to slow them down while he laid down blaster fire, moved, and reloaded. 
 
    A cluster of shadows skittered across the intersection. Most were small—maybe a half-dozen dog-sized things and twenty or thirty resembling hairy peaches with multi-jointed legs and sharp mandibles. He didn’t know what color they were. Everything was a variation of black and grey in the dim light of the Darklanding industrial slum. 
 
    He radioed Mast. “Sheriff One for Deputy One.” 
 
    “Deputy One is receiving loud and muchly clear, good buddy.” 
 
    “I think the creatures you saw on your vision quest are in Darklanding,” Thad said. 
 
    "I am not thinking that is good. What is your location? I will be on my way with bubble gum so we can kick ass while we chew it.” 
 
    Thaddeus gave him the coordinates and a short description of the neighborhood. Mast knew Darklanding well, even the human areas. 
 
    "I still hear Maximus going after something. I think he's hunting these things," Thaddeus said. “And forget the bubble gum.” He put away his radio a heartbeat before the creatures rushed his position. 
 
    He swung up his blaster and fired the moment he had a sight picture. One, two, three times he stroked the trigger and sent alien-mutants backward. One of the smaller ones exploded into goo. 
 
    A pair of them dropped from a roof. He sprinted to a new position, aiming but holding his fire. The shot was too difficult on the move and at such a strange angle. He put his back to the wall, pulled a small back-up weapon from his boot, and fired both blasters as a trio of exceptionally large creatures clattered forward on what looked like hairy crab legs. 
 
    One managed to get past the blaster bolts. He kicked it hard and sent it flying through the air. Unfortunately, the creature proved to be harder and heavier than he had anticipated, as his jammed toes and twisted knee demonstrated. 
 
    He reloaded as he sidestepped with a hitch in his stride, looking for more and listening for sounds on the rooftops. Sweat ran down the back of his neck. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest and hear his own breathing. 
 
    The next cluster of alien monstrosities swarmed in from all sides, but they were smaller. He shot two or three and stomped on a few others. The moment he had room to maneuver, he made a tactical withdrawal at best speed. 
 
    The night went silent. He watched and listened, but no more of the spider-like creatures came. They weren't exactly spiders, or crabs, or any alien he’d ever seen. Their bodies were a chaotic mismatch of parts. It was like they had grown out of someone's nightmare and then been mangled by larger, more vicious members of their hive. 
 
    Pain burned in his left arm. One of them had bitten deep into his flesh. He didn’t have a med kit. 
 
    “Mast, I’ve been bitten by one of these things. Watch out for them. They swarm like ants,” Thad said into his radio. 
 
    “Ants are very small, Thaddeus. Not scary,” Mast said. 
 
    “I said they swarm like ants, not that they are ants! Meet me with a med kit and some antibiotics. Watch your six and bring Maximus if you can find him,” Thad said, jogging farther away from his recent confrontation. 
 
    “Yes, Sheriff. I will watch my six, and seven, and eight, if I must. Yes, that is what I will do.” 
 
    “And call Sledge. We’ll need his help.” 
 
    “Yes, Sheriff.” 
 
    “And let Shaunte know, she may need to call her father to get some TerroCom Soldiers en route.” 
 
    “Yes. Sheriff. Right away. Sheriff.” 
 
    Thad bit back his pain. “Is there a problem, Mast?” 
 
    “You are being muchly bossy.” 
 
    “I am the boss! And this hurts like hell!” Thad staggered toward a building, leaned on it, and slid to the ground. “I need to rest a minute. Damn, it’s like my blood turned to fire!” 
 
    “I will come to you very fastly,” Mast said, his radio voice cutting out as he seemed to be running. 
 
    “No. Meet me at the jail. I can crawl that far, I think. Sledge should still be there. He was going to sit on his parolees for a while to be sure they understood he was in charge.” 
 
    “Are you okay, Sheriff?” 
 
    “No, Mast, I’m not.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thad threw himself against the door of the Cornelius Vandersun Correctional Facility and Rehab Center, lost his grip on the handle, and slid downward. It opened, causing him to fall inward at Dixie’s feet. 
 
    “Well, color me amazed! It’s the sheriff and he’s drunk,” she said with a mischievous lilt in her voice. 
 
    “Deputy One to Sledge, come in,” the radio in the center office blared. 
 
    “Hold on, Mast. Something’s wrong with the sheriff,” Sledge said. 
 
    “Oh my God, he’s been bitten by something,” Dixie yelled. 
 
    Thad heard them, then felt strong hands dragging him to a desk. Not that desk, I just organized those reports… 
 
    Sledge brushed aside printouts, old books, and electronic tablets as he stretched Thad across the imitation wood surface. “Hope you have another coat and jumpsuit.” He pulled a knife from the back of his belt and slice through fabric until Thad was bare to the waist. 
 
    “Dixie, grab a med kit from that wall locker. Right there. It’s marked with a red and white cross,” Sledge said, gripping Thad’s upper arm almost hard enough to be a tourniquet. He reduced the blood flow to Thad’s heart. 
 
    Proletan stepped forward calmly, intercepting the med kit from Dixie and opening it. His movements were so efficient, he looked like he was moving slowly. “I have better training for this than she does.” 
 
    Sledge nodded. 
 
    Thad watched as though he was a hundred meters away. None of it seemed real. He didn’t feel pain. 
 
    “Stay with us, Thad,” Sledge said as Proletan cleaned the wound. “My parolee has something to tell you.” 
 
    Thaddeus thought this was curious but not urgent. Nothing was urgent. A blanket of soft euphoria flowed through his veins. It was so much better than the burning fire he felt only moments ago. 
 
    "He keeps closing his eyes!" Dixie said. 
 
    "Don't do that, Thad," Sledge said. 
 
    Thaddeus heard what they said, but none of it seemed to matter. They wouldn't stop bumping him around. It irritated him that they wouldn't let him rest. None of them understood what it meant to be sheriff, to be responsible for the safety and well-being of so many people, and protect the company's assets. 
 
    He deserved sleep. Just a little nap to take the edge off. 
 
    “I know how to get his attention,” Proletan said, then leaned down and spoke in a flat, deadly voice. "Shaunte is in more danger than you understand." 
 
    Thaddeus forced his eyes open. 
 
    "Someone from Interstellar Enterprises contacted Dixie and sent her to seduce a man named Armand Soler. He'd been a recluse in hiding for many years, refusing to vote on several important issues that affected IE, SagCon, and other business entities," Proletan said. "She accomplished what many others had failed to do, entice him into the open." 
 
    "Good for her," Thad mumbled. 
 
    "And then I killed him. That was my contract.” 
 
    "What does that have to do with Dixie?" Thad asked. 
 
    "Perhaps nothing, perhaps everything. But do you think Shaunte is doing business with honorable people? What would they do to her out in the middle of nowhere? Haven't you noticed the interference in your communications network? Doesn't it seem likely that Interstellar Enterprises is moving in to take over this operation?" 
 
    Sledge spoke up, his voice rough and low with dread. "That would be total corporate war." 
 
    "Not if they can turn Shaunte into their confederate. They're going to make her invite IE to Darklanding.” 
 
    Thad shook his head, barely able to control the motion with his poison-weakened neck muscles. Pain and dizziness flowed through him. "The mines are still operating at less than twenty-five percent of capacity. Darklanding isn't worth that type of investment. Interstellar Enterprises would lose money." 
 
    "You're forgetting A99. If there is even a small amount in addition to what you already found, there will be a massive shipbuilding facility in the system before long. A99 is a key element in building ship hulls and propulsion systems capable of deep-space journeys. Darklanding could become a jump-off point for an entire new wave of exploration," Proletan said. 
 
    Thaddeus started to laugh. 
 
    Sledge, Dixie, and Proletan looked at each other in confusion. 
 
    "He's losing it," Sledge said. 
 
    "No, I'm not. All of these dirty jackwagons are in for a surprise. Their little takeover is going to be a lot less fun with swarms of bloodthirsty spider-things eating their faces." He held up his wounded arm as evidence he wasn't crazy. 
 
    Sledge looked at Proletan. "Have you ever seen anything like that?" 
 
    Proletan shook his head. 
 
    "Help me sit up," Thaddeus said. "I'll need your help, and that includes you, Proletan. It's going to be all hands on deck for this fight." 
 
    Sledge and Dixie pulled Thad into a sitting position. He looked around the room and noticed that Carter was no longer in his cell. He pretended not to know Sledge was keeping him there. 
 
    He looked at the legendary enforcer for ShadEcon. “Can I trust you to fight on our side until these alien mutants are stopped?" 
 
    "It seems like a good way to get killed," Proletan said. "One might even say it would be an honorable way out." 
 
    "So are you in or not?” 
 
    Proletan nodded. "I will honor my parole and fight these monsters. I must warn you, however, that Interstellar Enterprises treats ShadEcon like a vassal state, protecting them and contracting them for the dirty deeds that need doing. If the IE achieves dominance in Darklanding, it won't be long before their lawyers have set me free and I can't imagine they will not order me to kill everyone who annoys them." 
 
    "But you will help me fight the spider mutants?" Thaddeus said, pretending to ignore the dark warning. 
 
    "Yes, that is what I said." 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE: Unlikely Partners 
 
    Leslie Stargazer looked down at the young man handcuffed to her bed. She hadn’t put him there. He’d been a special delivery by Sledge, Dixie, and some scary dude with a hooded shirt—no sleeves, but a hood. Fashion wasn’t the stranger’s forte, she thought. Muscles and catlike agility was, however. Her first thought upon seeing the stranger had been to stay back and be ready to run despite feeling the most primal sexual urge she’d ever experienced—and she’d had a few. 
 
    “Is this really necessary?” her young captive asked. 
 
    “We’ll see. Depends on how good you are. What’s your name?” Leslie asked. “You should be glad I haven’t stripped you yet.” 
 
    “Kenneth Carter, Chief Security Specialist for Interstellar Enterprises, Wilok System.” He glanced at each of the restraints stretching him across the bed, wrists and ankles. “Don’t most people pay for this kind of thing?” 
 
    “I’ll send you a bill.” 
 
    “I don’t want a bill, I want to leave.” 
 
    She pouted. “Are you trying to hurt my feelings? Don’t you find me attractive?” 
 
    “Very much,” he said. “Bondage isn’t my thing.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen you in the Mother Lode,” she said. 
 
    “I’ve been here many times to make sure none of my team is being compromised. The thing is, every time I watch you and your girls dancing and flirting, I want to be compromised. But I’m shy.” 
 
    “Nice try. Flattery can take you far, if done right, but that was clumsy.” She stood over him, then traced the muscles of his arms and shoulders before looking into his eyes. “Wait, you’re serious, aren’t you?” 
 
    He looked away. 
 
    “Oh my God, you’re one of those alpha males too shy to pay for a hooker!” She couldn’t help but consider the differences between this young do-gooder and the hooded man. Both men confused her when she thought she was beyond that sort of thing. Prostitutes knew how to bury emotion. Maybe she’d been in the game too long. 
 
    He blushed. 
 
    “That’s sweet.” She crossed her arms. “I’m not going to remove the handcuffs.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you would. It doesn’t matter anyway. I’ve been gone too long. My boss will assume I’ve been compromised. You people have destroyed my career,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t seem that upset,” she said, intrigued by his calm demeanor and maturity despite his apparent youth. 
 
    “I earned this position. I can earn it again or find a new career. Am I happy about it? No. Would pissing and moaning get me out of this mess? Probably not.” 
 
    She sat on the edge of the bed, crossing one leg over the other. “I like your attitude, kid.” 
 
    “You’re no older than I am,” he said. 
 
    “You’re sweet.” 
 
    “I’m right,” he said. “You deserted from Space Forces after four years of getting slammed around by their dumbass admirals and civilian advisors. Came here. Hooked up with Chelsie and have been walking tall in Darklanding ever since. I do my research, Leslie Stargazer, or should I say Leslie Mortimer-Roberts. I have a dossier on everyone at the Mother Lode except Dixie and Pierre.” 
 
    A thrill went up Leslie’s spine. Kenneth Carter was dangerous. She hadn’t felt anything like this for a while. On impulse, she kissed him sweetly on his forehead. “I think I will un-handcuff you. But I need to take a shower first.” 
 
    “I won’t go anywhere.” 
 
    “Slow down, Carter. I don’t trust you that much. Unlike half the people around here, I understand the stakes of this game.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Dixie’s thoughts alternated between Thad and monsters all the way to the Mother Lode. Sunlight streamed down, but she still worried a monstrous beast would jump on her. Dying would be bad enough, but death by mutant aliens sounded horrible. She’d be so mangled, no one would want to look at her when she was dead. 
 
    That wasn’t the way she wanted to be remembered—all chewed up and torn apart. 
 
    Leslie wasn’t running the floor today, having been tasked with watching the IE security chief in her room. That made more work for Dixie, who’d become accustomed to the Mother Lode brothel almost running itself under Leslie’s strict oversight and discipline. 
 
    Dixie checked on each of her girls, gave them a lecture on the rules, and a pep talk designed to get them off their asses and into their beds with more clients. 
 
    She climbed the stairs to Shaunte's office. The door was closed, but probably unlocked. Everyone knew that Thaddeus walked in unannounced more often than not. She knocked and waited. A moment later, Shaunte spoke through the intercom and told her to come inside. 
 
    The office was large for Darklanding, roughly three times the size of one of the girls’ rooms. There was a desk that wrapped around one end of the work space. Several computer screens, keyboards, and a collection of data pads covered the work area. Dixie eyed the new leather couch and wondered if Shaunte and Thaddeus had ever curled up there. 
 
    She still wasn't excited the sheriff had fallen for the Company Man, but there wasn't much she could do about it now. Her best attempts had done little more than titillate the Ground Forces officer turned sheriff. This meant that Dixie and Shaunte would always be rivals to a certain extent. 
 
    "What can I do for you, Dixie?" Shaunte said, folding her hands in her lap and sitting up straight as though giving Dixie her full attention but not wanting to spend all day on the interview. 
 
    "I think it's time for you and I to work together," Dixie said. 
 
    "You work for the Mother Lode, and SagCon owns the place. That makes me your boss," Shaunte said. “We are already working together.” 
 
    Dixie rolled her eyes and gave her a ‘whatever’ expression. "I'm not here to talk about small potatoes. You once told me you knew I had more business ventures than anyone suspected. You're not wrong. I also know you have a few side hustles going." 
 
    Shaunte laughed. "Is that what you call them? A side hustle?" 
 
    "What would happen if the TerroCom soldier kickback ended? You and I both know that once Interstellar Enterprises moves in, that will be an iffy proposition at best.” 
 
    "There is no TerroCom Soldier contingent on Darklanding," Shaunte said. 
 
    "So you say," Dixie said. "I guess I'm wasting my time. You're not about to be crushed by Judy Ortega during her grab for all the A99 on Darklanding." 
 
    "There's never been A99 found on Darklanding.” 
 
    Dixie sighed. "Please, Shaunte. That's a secret that was never a secret. The moment P.C. Dickles and Thaddeus opened their submarine and paid off ShadEcon, the existence of A99 became the hottest rumor in town." 
 
    "It is not the policy of SagCon or its officers to confirm such rumors," Shaunte said. "Having said that, I think maybe we can work together. What can you bring to the table?" 
 
    "Knowledge." 
 
    Shaunte stood and walked to the corner of her table, crossing her arms and trying to appear taller than she was. "Everyone loves knowledge. They say it's power. Personally, I think its value is overstated. Knowledge and execution is the key." 
 
    "I have proof Judy Ortega is a murdering psychopath.” 
 
    Shaunte laughed out loud. "That's a bit melodramatic, even for you." 
 
    "You're playing a life-and-death game, Shaunte. What do I have to do to make you understand?" 
 
    "Don't tell me about risk versus reward. I was raised to this life from an early age. I know all about corporate espionage and power takeovers. I'm the daughter of Tiberius Plastes, after all.” She moved back to her computer and placed one hand on her desk. "What kind of proof do you have?" 
 
    “I’ll share it with you if we come to terms." 
 
    "Of course," Shaunte said. "What else do you have?" 
 
    Dixie handed her a data chip. "This has verifiable documentation of my financial net worth. I have resources." 
 
    Shaunte held up the chip. "You're going to show me your entire investment portfolio?" 
 
    "That data chip contains enough proof of funds for this venture," Dixie said. "I may or may not have other financial assets." 
 
    Shaunte nodded. "Good, because if you told me this was everything, I was going to call you a liar. Not a good way to start off a partnership." 
 
    "We have a common interest. If Darklanding fails or falls under the control of a hostile corporation, we lose everything," Dixie said. "Well, actually, I lose everything. You can always run home to daddy." 
 
    Shaunte's expression went ice cold. "I've worked with people I don't like before. Sometimes those are the most profitable arrangements. I understand the danger, but let's not blow things out of proportion. Judy Ortega is here to establish business dominance and create a financial empire. If she makes a proposal and will back it up with a legally binding contract, I'll take it." 
 
    "You haven't heard a word I said," Dixie spat. 
 
    "I have. I said if she makes a proposal with a legally-binding contract. So far, she's been evasive on the details and I suspect this is going to be a nasty fight." 
 
    A horrible sound came through the closed window, something like Maximus wailing in pain or perhaps mauling a kill. 
 
    Dixie stood, sweat beading near her hair line and in her cleavage. 
 
    “What’s that horrible sound?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    “Well, that brings up one other thing I needed to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Dixie, what’d you do?” 
 
    “Me! I didn’t do anything. Some monster thing bit Thad’s arm. He almost died, but he’s okay now.” 
 
    “What!” Shaunte shouted. “Where the hell is he and why hasn’t he called me!” 
 
    “He’s at the jail,” Dixie said. 
 
    Shaunte grabbed her hand bag and sprinted out of the room. 
 
    “Oops,” Dixie said, leaning into the doorway to watch Shaunte’s progress down the stairs. She turned to the desk. “It looks like you forgot to log off. I better just do that for you. Network security and all that. But since I’m here…we’ll just have a tiny little look at what Miss Shaunte Plastes has planned for Darklanding. Since we’re partners now and all that.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN: Proof of Loyalty 
 
    Carter thought about Leslie Stargazer more than he should. His emotions were as confused as hers seemed to be. Did she see him as a potential lover or little brother who needed to be protected? The fact that she had removed the handcuffs and put on her clothes suggested whatever had happened was about something other than lust or intrigue. 
 
    They were too alike to be adversaries and lacked the spark of soon-to-be lovers. He’d never stepped into such a powerful friendship, if that’s what it was. His captivity in the Mother Lode had thoroughly confused him. He doubted he would ever untangle his emotions. 
 
    It didn’t matter. He had a job to do and fresh reasons for doing it. I’m not a double agent, he thought. I’m an agent for Kenneth Carter and no one else. Ortega hadn’t sent a rescue team. That suggested she’d already written him off or had never trusted him in the first place. 
 
    Getting back into her good graces was going to be difficult. 
 
    He proceeded past three checkpoints without a problem. Dressed as out of work dockworkers, they were more like lookouts than guards—with guns concealed under coats or behind garbage cans. They nodded to him. No words were needed. 
 
    The prodigal son was coming home. He only hoped the outcome would be as fortuitous. 
 
    No one loitered near the Interstellar Enterprises apartment building. Private security—his private security team—patrolled this area. That meant no warming fires, no camp sites, and no hanging about. 
 
    Reddish light painted the top level of the two-story building. Sunset was a beautiful time of day in Darklanding, despite the industrial skyline of the town and the columns of barely-filtered pollution from powerplants and refineries. Carter loved the rawness of the place. It seemed like anyone could claw their way to a fortune. He knew better, saw evidence of broken dreams all around him, but it felt possible. 
 
    Maybe he only believed it was because he was about to be out of work and homeless. 
 
    He stepped to the front door and pressed his thumb to a reader. The access panel glowed yellow, not green as he had hoped, but at least it wasn’t red. At least no one had sounded an alarm. 
 
    Inside, a man he didn’t know escorted him to the boardroom where Judy Ortega waited with her over-sized bodyguards. 
 
    “You used to brief me in your office,” Carter said. 
 
    “I no longer trust you,” Ortega said. “What took you so long to return? Why didn’t you take care of the matter we discussed?” 
 
    “I was handcuffed to a bed. How I got there is another story just as strange.” He told the entire tale without omitting anything, emphasizing his observations of Proletan’s parole to Michael “Sledge” Hammer. 
 
    “Interesting,” Ortega said. “While you were gone, I initiated negotiations with ShadEcon to bring Proletan over to our team for a long-term assignment. The sheriff’s refusal to allow a real bondsman to bond him out of custody is frustrating. Tell me, is the assassin worth the trouble?” 
 
    “He’s strange. I heard some of his conversation with the sheriff and Sledge. The man has a death wish only kept at bay by his honor and some ancient code of warrior conduct,” Carter said. 
 
    “He kills for money. I can count on him to do what he is told. That’s all I need to know,” Ortega said. “Get yourself cleaned up.” 
 
    “That’s it. No interrogation? I thought you didn’t trust me,” Carter said. 
 
    “I don’t, but your replacement isn’t here yet. Consider yourself on probation. My analysts will review your report tonight. Which is to say, I will most likely kill you in the morning.” 
 
    Carter smiled. 
 
    “Do you think I am making a joke?” 
 
    “My apologies, Mrs. Ortega. I thought you were referring to a piece of ancient literature,” Carter said, realizing he had no place in Ortega’s organization. Nothing he did would earn her trust and he didn’t respect her, never had. When there was time, he would be angry and bitter about the years he’d already given her. 
 
    “You have fifteen minutes before we leave for the build site. Remi has been doing your job. He’s even younger than you, but solid. For now, consider him your boss. That could change tomorrow,” Ortega said. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Ortega walked behind her former security chief, studying him carefully. Nothing seemed different, but she knew something was wrong. He was quieter, if that was even possible. A sense of serene acceptance resonated from him. In her opinion, he was entirely too relaxed for a man that had just spent several nights among the enemy. 
 
    Handling legal contracts and spending long days in high-stakes negotiations was easy compared to the mess she found herself in now. Her fascination with handling field operatives had started a decade ago when she stumbled upon a spy who had broken into her office. The man had tried to turn her into a double agent to save his own skin. She played him and won. 
 
    Once she tasted the thrill of espionage, she couldn't get enough. Now it was an addiction that demanded more and more of her soul. Deep down, she knew she wasn't well suited for this type of work. She doubted herself constantly. Why had she sent Carter to kill Dixie? Had it been an emotional decision? 
 
    Backing down now would make her weak in front of her team, especially in front of Carter, who was her single best asset on Darklanding. Proletan was famous, Sheriff Thaddeus Fry was infamous, but Kenneth Carter was every bit as good as they were at half their age. If she could keep him under control, he would be a priceless asset in the years to come. 
 
    She was about to start a war between Interstellar Enterprises and the Sagittarian Conglomerate. She needed people to do her dirty work. 
 
    Her security detail, with Carter out ahead as the point man, arrived at the build site. In true frontier style, the place was primed for an overnight transformation. It looked like a flat lot of mostly concrete and steel. 
 
    She pulled out her data tablet and waved her engineers closer. They went over the nondescript foundation point by point, ensuring that prefabricated structures could be placed down to erect a spaceport virtually overnight. It would take another week of testing and evaluation, but when complete, it would be far superior to the SagCon spaceport that was already several years out of date. 
 
    SagCon had moved forward with the minimum viable product needed to transport minerals and precious gases off the planet and bring in equipment and supplies to get the job done. Interstellar Enterprises didn't cut corners. Or more accurately, planned further ahead. The new facility would be bigger, more efficient, and capable of accepting military-class ships. 
 
    Private security was about to reach a whole new level on Darklanding. 
 
    “Carter, walk with me." She strode away from the rest of the group until they faced Transport Canyon from the edge of the mesa. She couldn't fail to notice how much it had changed. There was a huge river, almost a lake, stretching from one end of the canyon to the other. As far as she could tell, the water was still rising. If it damaged the monorails, IE would have to rebuild them, which would be annoying. And expensive. She would have to make SagCon pay if that happened. 
 
    She jotted a note on her data tablet: convince Shaunte to make arrangements for any and all repairs to the monorails to and from the mines needed as a result of flooding. 
 
    Carter arrived at her side and stood patiently. 
 
    Ortega spoke without looking up from her work. "I told you to take care of Dixie." 
 
    He took longer than most men would have to answer, seemingly considering his words and weighing the consequences before speaking—a rare quality in men. “She’s smarter than you think, and a better tactician than I assumed.” 
 
    “She led you into a trap,” Ortega said, her words dripping with disgust. 
 
    “Yes. I followed her half the night. Looking back, I realize she was wearing me down until Michael Hammer could get the jump on me. He put me in restraints and next thing you know, I was handcuffed to that psychopath’s bed.” 
 
    “At the Mother Lode? What was her name?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. Some prostitute with a bad attitude.” 
 
    “Did Dixie go anyplace else when you were following her?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Too quick, Ortega thought. She didn’t like the way he answered that question. “Find Dixie. Kill her. Is that clear enough? Do you need me to write the order down this time?” 
 
    “No. I know what I have to do,” he said. 
 
    Carter’s radio chirped a warning. He lifted it to listen. “Boss, this is Remi. We’ve got trouble.” 
 
    “Why is he calling you the boss? I said he was in charge?” Ortega asked, looking toward Remi and several security officers standing guard at the perimeter of the spaceport foundation. 
 
    “Probably just a habit,” Carter muttered. Keying the radio, he answered Remi. “Give me details.” 
 
    “Something attacked Peter and Suzan. No details, just screaming," Remi said. “Oh shit!” 
 
    Remi and the perimeter security team opened fire at a cluster of running shadows. The shape loped along the ground like a cross between dogs and many-legged insects. 
 
    Carter drew his new blaster. "Stay close to me. We’re going to have to move fast." 
 
    "What's happening?" Ortega asked. 
 
    "I'll write you up a full report later. Right now, we need to move." He grabbed her by the arm and dragged her away from the edge of the mesa. "We can't keep our backs to this cliff. If I go down, run to the apartments and don't look back." 
 
    “SagCon is going to pay for this," Ortega said. 
 
    "Come on! Move your ass!" Carter flinched mentally at the way he had yelled at his boss. He was already on bad terms with her and this was the type of disrespect that could send her into a violent rage. "This isn't a SagCon attack. This is something else. Probably a native species of Ungwilook.” 
 
     He knew that assumption was incorrect even as he rushed Ortega down one street and the next, seeking an escape path that led to the Interstellar Enterprises apartments. These monsters were aliens out of a nightmare, nothing like any survey of the planet’s inhabitants had ever reported. 
 
    “They waited until we were away from the rest of the team. These things look like mindless mutants, but they’re smart,” he panted as they ran. Watching where he was going while guarding Ortega took twice the energy of running alone. 
 
    “Or their leader is smart,” Ortega said. 
 
    Something clicked for Carter when she said this. He spoke without thinking, which, as was with all such utterances, a mistake. “Not a leader. These things have some kind of hive queen.” 
 
    Ortega stopped running, staggered a few steps, and vomited in fear. Seconds later, she vented her anger at being humiliated on Carter. “This is your fault! You think I’m like that hive queen monster? Is that what you’re saying? If you get me killed out here, you’re fired! You’ll never work in this town again!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN: When Shaunte Goes Missing 
 
    Thad felt his blood run cold as Dixie’s sweet, almost melodic voice answered his first question. “That’s what I said, Thad. She’s on the way.” 
 
    He made a fist with the hand that wasn’t holding the data phone. “Why aren’t you with her!” 
 
    “I’m trying to catch up,” Dixie said, her voice bouncing as she ran. “She’s on the way and I am trying to find her. Are we done playing twenty questions?” 
 
    Thad ended the call more abruptly than intended but didn’t have time to worry about it. “Sledge, I have to look for her." 
 
    "Then why are you still here?" Sledge asked. "We'll work on a plan to destroy these creatures. I still say nukes are our best option, but maybe I've watched too many action vids." 
 
    "There are several well-documented incidents during which nuclear weapons were effectively used to contain dangerous alien species," Proletan said.  "Generally, they were on worlds or asteroid mines already hostile to human life.” 
 
    "Fascinating." Thad leaned close to Sledge. "Can you keep him from destroying the planet?" 
 
    "No promises. Go find Shaunte, and while you're at it, get Mast and Maximus back here. We’re going to need them." 
 
    Thaddeus nodded as he grabbed his coat and headed for the door. He tried to call Shaunte several times as he hurried through the streets of Darklanding. The place was a ghost town, doors and shutters closed as though a sandstorm was coming. He didn't like the eerie silence. Gone were the noises of human and Unglok children causing mischief. Loading cranes and transport freighters were silent. Not even wind dared the streets. 
 
    He wished the global positioning system had been properly set up in the early days of Darklanding. He also wished he hadn't talked himself out of getting it fixed so that he could keep track of Shaunte. At the time, it had felt like stalking or at least the actions of an insecure boyfriend with control issues. Now his lack of follow-through was going to get her killed. 
 
    He knew she had some kind of limited locator system, but he lacked access to it. 
 
    Maximus howled in the distance and was answered by whistling shrieks. Thad plotted a course to the Mother Lode and searched for Shaunte street by street. The Glakridozian killing spree came close several times, but he never saw the pig-dog or the creatures he was hunting. His gut told him there were too many monsters and not enough pig-dogs, but his four-legged friend seemed to know what he was doing. 
 
    The mutated arachnoids seemed terrified of Maximus. He saw a pack of them fleeing across an intersection up ahead. Maximus flashed after them. 
 
    “Holy smoke, dog, I didn’t realize you had those kind of wheels!” He tried to catch up but abandoned the pursuit. “I have to find Shaunte,” he said into the night. 
 
    The Mother Lode was crowded when he arrived. People from several neighborhoods were crowding around the imitation hearth fire or staring out windows. 
 
    Leslie Stargazer pushed through the crowd to accost him. “Thad, I tried to stop her. She ran out of here halfcocked. I tried to slow her down—and tell her I let the Carter dude go like we talked about—but she ignored me.” 
 
    Distracted, Thad looked her over, then studied the crowd. “Are you armed?” 
 
    “A little bit.” She patted her garter belt under her knee-length silk dress. 
 
    “Good. Does anyone else know how to use a blaster?” 
 
    “Pierre has that old shotgun thing behind the bar. I’ve been hearing a lot of strange talk about blood-sucking alien monsters,” Leslie said. 
 
    “I think they are more of the face-eating variety, but better to be safe than sorry. I won’t forget about Carter. If he was here, I was going to press him into fighting the mutant spider menace,” Thad said. 
 
    “I’m worried about him,” Leslie said. 
 
    Thad, already on his way outside to resume his search, stopped and stared. “Are you sweet on him?” 
 
    “Not like that. I just… I don’t know. I’m worried about him,” Leslie said. “He’s different.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. Um, good luck with that. Stay here in case Shaunte or Dixie come back,” Thad said. 
 
    “Okay, Sheriff. I’ll be holding down the fort.” 
 
    He took a different route back to the jail. Dixie should have arrived during the time he made the same trip she was making twice over. 
 
    The expression on Sledge’s face told him his assumption was wrong. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mast regulated his breathing as the sheriff had taught him. The people of Ungwilook did not run without reason, nor did they exercise as Thaddeus had taught him. He was learning, but still a novice runner by any criteria that mattered. 
 
    "Suck the buttercup," Mast said. This was one of the many things Sheriff Fry said to encourage him. It made little sense, especially the way Thad muchly incorrectly said “Suck it up, Buttercup.” Mast Jotham was not a cup of butter and didn’t understand how sucking anything would make him run faster. And why suck it up? Why not suck it down, or sideways? 
 
    Mast decided humans were muchly confused about sucking. 
 
    "Maximus! Wait for me! We can fight these things together." He drew his blaster and fired at a large, slow-moving creature with hideous mandibles and hairy antennae twitching above its eyes. The shot would've been more impressive if the thing had not already been grievously injured. 
 
    Maximus had been here recently. 
 
    Something dashed across the street not far ahead. For the first time in hours, Mast recognized the shape. He called out to Maximus and sprinted forward. 
 
    Exhilaration raced through his veins as he closed the gap. He was getting closer, and closer, running for everything he was worth. He was going the distance, going for speed in the time of need. He wished Thaddeus was here to see this. Mast Jotham, the Deputy Sheriff of Darklanding, had finally found his stride. 
 
    His foot slipped in blood and gore, the guts of some creature Maximus had spread across the street. Mast wasn't sure how he knew this, because it happened so fast. One moment, he was charging gloriously forward, and the next, he was swinging his arms for balance and sliding on his backside. 
 
    Such was his momentum that he tumbled several times and twisted his left shoulder and right knee. 
 
    "Yuck! That is muchly horrible!" He wrinkled his nose and tried not to breathe in the horrid smell, certain that some of it had gone into his mouth. 
 
    He pushed himself to his feet and looked around. Dozens of medium-sized creatures circled him. He raised his blaster. “Do not swarm at me like ants, you foul monstrosities.” 
 
    The crawling things moved closer. A ripple surged through them like an electric shock and they charged in unison. 
 
    Mast flailed to his feet and fired on the move just as Sheriff Fry had taught him. He even found time to kick one of his attackers very muchly against the wall. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Dixie knew how to run down the stairs wearing high heels and a tight, short skirt. She was even faster barefoot, so that was what she did. Thad’s angry and near-panic voice reminded her that Shaunte wasn’t as smart or as tough as she thought she was. The young woman needed a momma bear to protect her. Since none of those were available, she was going to get the madam from the Mother Lode. 
 
    "Dixie, wait!" Leslie shouted from the bench she sat on near the music player. "I have something to tell you. That man Carter you had me watch…” 
 
    "Not now, Leslie. Shaunte's runoff to get herself killed." Dixie almost regretted being melodramatic. Her shouted comment sent ripples through the crowd at the Mother Lode. It was the first life she'd seen in the place for some time. This was how rumors started. 
 
    She loved rumors. And drama. And running barefoot, now that she thought about it. 
 
    Carrying her high heels in one hand, she raced into the night to find the Company Man. And thus began the worst night of her life. 
 
    Creatures with many legs ran along the building tops above her, their grotesque forms silhouetted by hazy moonlight. Some had eight or nine legs. Others had twenty or thirty. She noticed one that was very large that seemed to have one leg and two arms that were long enough to almost function as legs but not quite. 
 
    Dixie screamed. Unlike most of the girls she protected, she didn't stop running. Freezing in panic wasn't her style. Caterwauling like a prima donna opera star worked. Lights came on. Windows and doors opened. She wasn’t sure if anyone came out to help because she didn’t stop to find out. 
 
    “Shaunte! Where are you? I don’t like this at all!” She shouted again and again for the Company Man. “My hair is an absolute mess, and now that my skirt is riding up, I don’t think I did a great job shaving my legs this morning!” 
 
    Dying would be bad, but what would she look like when they found her? 
 
    A flood of head-sized spiders poured off a building in front of her. She backed up, hands held up defensively, the high heels dangling from her fingers almost forgotten now. The only way she could escape was by running through an alley, something she swore she’d never do again. 
 
    All of her worst memories had happened in such places. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE: A Call for Help 
 
    Thad stumbled through the door. Fatigue, blood loss, and worry had worn him down to a shadow of himself. Enemies who wouldn’t show themselves were the worst. It would save everyone a lot of time if this new alien menace would just show up in the street with Shaunte as a hostage, hit him with sinister but tediously overused monologue, then fight it out like man versus alien or whatever. 
 
    He checked to be sure all of his blaster charge packs were reloaded, repositioned on his belt so that the fullest would be the next he used, and swept his eyes over the room. Sledge and Proletan stared back at him. They were geared up for a fight. 
 
    “She never showed up, did she?” Thad asked. 
 
    Sledge shook his head. 
 
    Thad strode back and forth across the office, thinking, cursing under his breath, and disregarding one plan after another. “I left Ground Forces for this? War actually sounds pleasant by comparison. At least I would lead soldiers who followed orders.” 
 
    Sledge laughed. “Yeah, women. Always mucking things up for us men. Dixie’s gone AWOL too.” 
 
    “Sorry, Sledge. I’ve been focused on my own disasters,” Thad said. “Maybe they’re someplace safe together.” 
 
    “Maybe. Why don’t you call Shaunte again?” 
 
    “I’ve called her ten times,” Thad shot back in frustration. 
 
    “Call her again or go back out there. Your pacing back and forth is driving me crazy,” Sledge said. 
 
    “You should seek calmness within,” Proletan said. “Then you might find the answer you seek.” 
 
    “Stow that talk, you murdering freak,” Thad muttered. He dialed the phone and waited for it to ring. Something was wrong with the button. He was about to curse all the ship travel into and out of the system for no reason when he realized he hadn’t pushed the button. 
 
    He was that tired. Recovering from the bite wound wasn’t exactly making him feel good. The moment Shaunte was accounted for, he was going to take a fifteen-hour nap. Pressing the button caused the call to go out, but he couldn’t get through. He sat at his desk and tried over and over again, all the while wishing he had the strength to go looking for her but knowing it was stupid to do anything without a plan or reasonable intelligence of the situation. 
 
    “The call cannot go through as dialed. Please try again later,” the phone said. 
 
    Thad wasn’t sure there was going to be a later. 
 
    “If you were thinking clearly, like the commander you are, you would know what to do,” Proletan said. 
 
    The man was right. Thad moved to the far corner of the room, wishing his office was private. Day to day, it was nice having his desk right in the middle of the bullpen. It wasn’t much for OpSec, however. 
 
    He called Tiberius Plastes and waited what seemed a hundred years. 
 
    “Thad, thank God you got through,” Tiberius said. The space line sounded worse than usual. Quantum physics hadn’t been able to beam people across the galaxy, but scientists had done an amazing job with communications. “I have been trying to get in touch with my daughter for days.” 
 
    “No time for chitchat, Tiberius. Shaunte and the rest of Darklanding are in trouble. I need you to send your TerroCom Soldiers,” Thad said. 
 
    “Listen, son. I’ve been doing this much longer than you have. Military force is not the way to handle Ortega,” Tiberius said, his voice fading away like he was a ghost just on the other side of life. 
 
    “Who the hell is Ortega? I’m talking about the creatures from the ship under Darklanding,” Thad said. 
 
    “Ship? I’m losing you. Cornelius Vandersun and his granddaughter took the ship. What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Forget about the ship. We have alien mutants slaughtering people in the streets. I don’t know who Ortega is, but I’ve got bigger problems. Send me some muscle or there won’t be a Darklanding to exploit,” Thad said. 
 
    “Calm down, Thad. I understand you have some problems. You’re not making sense. The native life of Darklanding isn’t malicious. That is one of the reasons we picked the place. If we wanted to fight off monsters, we would have set up the mines on the next planet over. Or used the military to reclaim one of the pirate holds that actually has more exotics than Darklanding, if a person could get to them,” Tiberius said. 
 
    “I don’t need a lecture or a business plan. I need ass-kickers with guns and some disaster relief ships, ASAP,” Thad said. 
 
    “Calm down, Thad…” 
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    Thad faced his team. “What else do you have?” 
 
    “Proletan has devised a way of using the anti-theft alarms and motion sensors on all SagCon warehouses to track the ebb and flow of the swarm,” Sledge said. 
 
    “Great. Now we have a swarm,” Thad said. “How does this help us? Can we plot a course through the town that keeps us from getting overrun?” 
 
    “No,” Proletan said. “However, we might be able to pinpoint the hive queen or swarm leader. She—it—should be near the center of the largest concentration. The creatures are too spread out for us to get a good location.” 
 
    “Once we find the head, we can cut it off,” Sledge said. 
 
    “Famous last words.” Thad considered his options and found he had fewer than he’d like. “I’m guessing we need to convince the flesh-eating, mutant alien spiders to concentrate for this to work.” 
 
    “Yep,” Sledge said. “Sounds like a job for the sheriff. They haven’t gone after the obvious population centers, which would make sense if they are mindless feeding machines. We need to figure out what they’re after, lure them toward it, and strike down the leader or leaders.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Nothing could be simple for Kenneth Carter, probationary Security Chief for Interstellar Enterprises, Wilok System. Sabotaged by his enemies who might be his best friends now, mistrusted by his backstabbing boss, and surrounded by creatures that could strip a human to bones in minutes, he was nonetheless faced with an impossible moral dilemma. 
 
    “That’s her,” Ortega said. “Shoot her. I’m ordering you to shoot her.” 
 
    “I must respectfully ask you to shut your mouth before these things see us,” Carter said. 
 
    “Listen, you little twerp. Your future in the corporation is done if you don’t learn to do what you’re told. She knows too much. She’s dangerous. I believe she is trying to play me. All she wants is to make money off a deal with Interstellar Enterprises, then convert those assets to her own use,” Ortega said. 
 
    “Sounds familiar,” Carter muttered. 
 
    “You little shit.” 
 
    He watched Dixie pause, evaluate her best course of action, then rush between two approaching clusters of oversized, flesh-eating spider things. 
 
    “Nice,” he said. “I’m not sure if I would have had the balls to try that.” 
 
    “Hmmph.” Ortega snorted. “She got lucky.” 
 
    “She picked the only way out of the circle they were closing around her. That took guts,” Carter said as he tracked the madam from the Mother Lode. He didn’t like her. She had caused him a lot of trouble. But that didn’t mean he wanted to see her torn to bits like the poor corpses he had found two streets back. 
 
    Blaster wounds, burns, and missing limbs from explosions haunted his dreams but still wasn’t as bad as seeing the body of a person who had been eaten alive. Some of the bones had been crunched into pieces and devoured. These monsters were hungry. 
 
    “If you don’t shoot her, I’m going to shoot you,” Ortega said. 
 
    He turned slowly, expecting to see her pointing her small weapon at him and not being disappointed. With one quick move, he snatched it from her hands. “Don’t ever do that again.” 
 
    “You’re so fired. I’ll have your benefit package liquidated and you brought up on charges…for something…as soon as we reach Melborn,” she spat. 
 
    “We have bigger problems than your rival.” 
 
    “She’s not my rival!” 
 
    Carter pointed to the edge of the roof above them. Silhouettes crawled over and down, swarming at them from every possible direction. He pulled a stun grenade from his gear—quietly thanking Remi for setting him up despite all the drama—and threw it. “Let’s go if you want to live!” 
 
    He dragged her toward the stun grenade, reaching it a second after it exploded and cleared a path. 
 
    “That won’t last long. If you tell me to murder anyone else before we reach safety, I’m leaving you behind. We don’t have time for bullshit,” he said. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN: Dropship 
 
    Thad reached the plaza moments before the TerroCom dropship arrived. He’d hoped for a squadron with ground pounders and air support. A squad was better than nothing. 
 
    Thad keyed his TerroCom frequency. “You’re coming in right on the money, Red Squad.” 
 
    “Roger, Darklanding One. Stand back, the boys are fired up and ready to get some. They’ll be coming out hot.” 
 
    “Received and understood.” Thad moved back to the corner of a building. 
 
    The dropship flared its engines, raised the nose slightly, and touched down. Two side ramps dropped. Soldiers swarmed out like professionals. Thad didn’t recognized them but was glad the tradition of excellent training had continued. 
 
    “Red One to Darklanding One. We’re moving to your location,” a voice said on the radio. 
 
    “Belay that. Sweep and clear your way to this location. There are two possible MIA friendlies you need to scoop up.” Thad sent pictures to each of the soldiers. 
 
    “Best mission ever,” one of the men said. “Two hotties in need of rescue.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t use that exact language when you find them, and the young one is my girlfriend.” 
 
    “Trust me with your life, Darklanding One, but not your money or your wife,” the anonymous soldier said. 
 
    Thad ignored the banter. “The enemy consists of alien, semi-sentient creatures resembling mutated spiders. They’re up to two meters tall and can strip a human of flesh in minutes. Don’t forget about the small ones. They’re at least as dangerous.” 
 
    “Understood,” Red One said. “We’re moving out. Will you be joining us?” 
 
    “Eventually,” Thad said, then headed back to the jail for the next phase of his half-assed plan. He called Sledge. “Have you pinned down the locus of this swarm?” 
 
    “Not yet. Street surveillance is showing three or four concentrations. All very fluid,” Sledge said. 
 
    “Okay, I’m moving to phase two. If you see Shaunte or Dixie on one of those cameras, I want to know immediately.” 
 
    Proletan answered. “Are you sure? Because the knowledge might force you to make a choice you don’t like.” 
 
    Grenades and small-arms fire exploded from the direction of the fast-moving TerroCom soldiers. Thad plotted a parallel course and set off at a fast jog. He needed to be in the right place at the right time. 
 
    Running while avoiding the smaller clusters of aliens proved harder than it seemed, as all such things did. The plan seemed straightforward in his head. He took one side street after another, cut through alleys, and constantly fell behind the soldiers as they fought toward the Mother Lode. 
 
    “Sledge, give me a status report.” 
 
    “Our theory looks correct. The swarm seems to believe our leader is surrounded by the heaviest concentration of soldiers. We are approaching critical mass. Are you in position?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I had to take a detour or three. Those TerroCom soldiers are hard chargers,” Thad said. 
 
    Most of what Sledge said next was garbled. “…my thoughts exactly. They’re really moving. You better pick up the pace.” 
 
    Thad was almost sprinting by the time he reached the next street. Spots danced in his vision as his muscles went into oxygen debt. No enemies were near him. He slowed to a walk and listened for Maximus. 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    No word from Mast. 
 
    Shaunte and Dixie were missing in a town that was being overrun by nightmares. 
 
    Shaunte’s voice burst through his radio. “Thaddeus Fry! Answer me!”  
 
    “I’m here, Shaunte. Calm down.” He put his back to a wall so he could concentrate on the radio without getting killed. 
 
    “Calm down!” 
 
    Maybe that wasn’t the best choice of words, he thought. 
 
    “I’m really in trouble, Thad.” 
 
    “What’s your location?” 
 
    She answered by giving him a town grid number ninety degrees and half a kilometer away from the TerroCom soldiers. 
 
    “Can you head toward the Mother Lode? We have TerroCom soldiers on the way there to fortify it and set up a safe zone.” 
 
    “No, Thaddeus, I can’t. You can help me or listen to me die because I am about to start screaming.” 
 
    He knew he was making the wrong decision as he ran to save her, but that didn’t stop him from making it. 
 
    The only good thing about his current plan was that the soldiers were drawing most of the creatures toward the Mother Lode, which wouldn’t play well with the people sheltering there if they ever learned they had been used as bait. He was down to two charge packs. Once he fired those off, he’d have a utility knife and his charming personality to save the planet. 
 
    Dixie’s voice squealed through his radio, drawing the attention of several spiders he’d crept past without alerting. “Thad! Why won’t you answer me!” 
 
    He turned, fired, checked the charge pack—almost empty, great. “I hear you, Dixie! Stop yelling. It draws their attention.” 
 
    “Tell me about it, Sheriff. I am surrounded like a drunk virgin on prom night,” she said. 
 
    “Okay, do you want to tell me where you are? Because I can easily save everyone at the same time,” Thad said, sarcasm dripping from the words. 
 
    “I’m sure you can, Thad. That’s why I called you and not Sledge. Well, I did call him, but couldn’t get through. I have been basically calling everyone. But now you’re going to pluck me out of danger. Which will put me in your debt…” 
 
    “Just tell me where you are,” Thad said. 
 
    “Well, no need to get testy.” She gave the coordinates, huffing for breath as she ran from whatever was chasing her. 
 
    Thad grimaced. Her crisis wasn’t exactly on the way to Shaunte’s emergency, but he thought he might be able to do both—so long as his ammunition held out, the creatures continued to surge toward the TerroComm soldiers, and he sidestepped any further complications.  
 
    Mast broke his concentration with radio squelch and a muchly urgent transmission. “Deputy One to Sheriff One, do you read me?” 
 
    “Yes, Mast. Have you found Maximus?” 
 
    “We are muchly together. I see you but cannot catch you. Would you please wait for us?” Mast asked. 
 
    “No can do, Mast. Shaunte and Dixie are in trouble. Time is of the essence,” Thad said. 
 
    “Yes, well… We are being pursued by a horrible selection of monsters. One of them may be their hive queen. But I am not an expert on such freaks,” Mast said.  
 
    Thad slowed to a walk, then stopped, then turned in a slow circle as he pieced a map together in his head. Ahead and to the right was Shaunte, ahead and to the left was Dixie, and back the way he had come was Mast and Maximus. Far enough away to be nearly a joke was his last real chance to identify the hive leader of this infestation unless Mast was correct in his assumption the murderous thing was after him and Maximus. 
 
    Sledge hailed him on the radio, but when he answered, it was Proletan he spoke with. 
 
    “Are you having trouble deciding which of your friends to save?” the assassin asked. 
 
    Thad wanted Sledge and Proletan to split up and help the others while he went after Shaunte, but he knew it was a mistake. Now was the time to concentrate their forces, not divide and be conquered. If he convinced Sledge and Proletan to attempt such a foolish, selfish plan, they would still leave the Mother Lode and the soldiers to face a lot more than they bargained for. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN: Trapped and Alone 
 
    Carter managed to keep his boss moving by threats, lies, and physical force. There was no way the woman wouldn’t carry out her threat to completely end his career when this was over. Her eyes were full of barely-contained hate when she looked at him. 
 
    But she was alive. 
 
    “There she is again, on top of that radio tower,” Ortega said. “Why can’t that woman just die. This is all her fault. I would never have brought IE to this hellish planet if she’d told me it was infested with these vile creatures!” 
 
    Carter didn’t argue. The idea that Dixie, or anyone else in Darklanding for that matter, had caused this plague of violence was ridiculous. Ortega exhausted him. At one point, he’d considered pushing her off a stairway they’d been using to escape a nasty cluster of the spider things. Fortunately for Ortega, his conscience grabbed him in its iron vice and forced him to do the right thing. 
 
    “One of those things bit me,” Ortega said, sliding to the roof top as tears flowed uncontrollably. “Why didn’t this happen to her? Why? What did I do to deserve this? I’m not like her. I’m a winner.” 
 
    “That’s not how it works,” Carter said, barely looking at her. He moved to the edge of the building they’d climbed to find a temporary respite from their inhuman enemies. Dixie had also sought higher ground, but with less success. A quick look through his range glasses revealed at least two bite marks on her lower legs. Her knuckles seemed to be bleeding as though she had punched one of her attackers in its mandibles. 
 
    He faced Ortega. “Let me look at that wound.” He cleaned it with a flask of whiskey he knew she carried, then fashioned a bandage out of his jumpsuit sleeve. 
 
    “Thank you, Carter,” she said in a soft voice. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a bitch. Physical pain really isn’t my thing.” 
 
    He didn’t comment. 
 
    “Help me up,” she said. “I’ll do what you say until we get to safety. I understand now. You’re the expert. I’ll let you do your job.” 
 
    He pulled her to her feet, explaining the situation as she found her balance. “Something is drawing away a large number of the creatures. We have a narrow window of opportunity. If we move fast, we can make it to the Interstellar Enterprise apartments and call for reinforcements.” 
 
    “There won’t be any,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t play games with me, Mrs. Ortega. I know about the ships you have moving into the system for the big takeover. I’m discrete, not deaf.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I missed the last check-in. They were given strict orders not to proceed without my final order. Now it’s too late.” 
 
    Well damn, Carter thought.  
 
    “What do we do?” she asked. 
 
    “The only thing we can do is run for the IE apartments and hope my security team can hold them off until SagCon calls in their military assets,” he said. “I am still the head of my security team, right?” 
 
    “You do know how, or when rather, to strike a bargain,” Ortega said. “Consider yourself reinstated, full privileges and a raise for saving my life.” 
 
    Carter smiled. He was tired, but things were working out better than he had hoped. Hard work always paid off. Sometimes patience did as well. His boss was a toxic hag, but he’d done the right thing by not pushing her down the stairs to make his own escape easier. 
 
    “One thing, Carter. I need you to shoot that woman off the radio tower,” Ortega said. 
 
    “Not at this range,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t play games. I know your abilities…and the specifications of the blaster you’re carrying. Take the shot, then take me to safety,” she said. 
 
    Carter stared at the growing crowd of mutant spiders below Dixie’s precarious position. He waited for the perfect moment, then spun, aimed, and fired at a centipede-spider the size of a panther that was climbing a fire escape to reach Ortega’s position. 
 
    The blaster bolt singed the woman’s hair but killed the thing about to bite her head off. 
 
    “There are more! Let’s get the hell out of here!” he shouted. 
 
    Terrified, she didn’t argue with him as he threw her onto the next rooftop. 
 
    He jumped after her, landing with practiced efficiency and rolling to his feet in time to shoot two spiders that followed him across the gap. Two direct hits sent two clouds of slimy mist falling toward the street. 
 
    “How did you do that?” Ortega asked, amazement making her look ten years younger. 
 
    “I practice,” he said. “A lot.” He grabbed her hand and raced to the stairs. “I’m taking you to the Mother Lode. It’s closer than our place and I’m guessing they will have a lot of people defending it.” 
 
    “You said you were taking me to the IE apartments. Your team is there. We can make a stand,” she said. 
 
    “I said that when I trusted you. There was a moment when you were acting like the woman I signed up to serve and protect. Then you told me to kill a woman for no reason when doing so would probably get us both killed. That’s a deal-breaker for me.” 
 
    “You don’t need a reason. I give you an order and you do it,” she said. 
 
    “That’s not good enough for me anymore.” He rushed her through the streets, narrowly avoiding contact with the aliens. The distance wasn’t far but seemed like a lifetime of danger and close calls. 
 
    When they arrived, he found that Leslie had organized Darklanding citizens and patrons of the Mother Lode into a defensive perimeter. Half brandished tools as weapons while the others hammered boards over windows and stacked furniture to block access points. 
 
    Leslie ignored Ortega. “I’m glad you made it, Carter. Get your ass inside. Bring the skinny bitch too if you want.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Penelope tapped her foot nervously while the TerroCom soldiers on the dropship checked their gear a third and fourth time. The first squad had been thrown into Darklanding without much information. She wanted to get down there and see how bad they had mucked everything up. 
 
    “Let me do a PCI on your gear,” Sergeant Victory said. 
 
    She liked the man, a newer member of TerroCom but well respected by his men and General Adam Quincy. Unfortunately, she didn’t feel like a pre-combat inspection. Her gear was good. She’d done this before. 
 
    “He’s trying to do his job, Penelope,” Quincy said from his place across the aisle. “Don’t take it out on him because you’re pissed at me.” 
 
    “I’m not pissed at you, Adam. I’m just irritated I have so many exes and keep having to work with them,” she said, then nodded to Sergeant Victory. 
 
    The man checked her gear with pinpoint precision. “You’re good to go.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said. “Do you need me to do you?” 
 
    The man blushed despite his years and weathered skin. “I think my gear is squared away.” 
 
    “You think it’s squared away. That’s the point of a PCI, isn’t it?” She checked his armor, ammunition, and other essentials. “Don’t mind the general. He’s not that jealous, and I was just messing with you.” 
 
    “That’s not what I heard, about the general being jealous I mean,” Victory said. 
 
    Penelope couldn’t resist. “Maybe you can be my future ex-lover. That’s how my luck has been these days.” 
 
    General Adam Quincy pointed at Sergeant Victory and then the other side of the dropship. The man made a hasty retreat. 
 
    “Penelope, you’re lucky I let you come. You’re not a TerroCom soldier and so far, you’ve done nothing but disrupt the efficiency of my men.” 
 
    She knew he was right. “Do you want an apology or something?” 
 
    “I want a second chance.” 
 
    “I meant an apology for interfering with your soldiers.” 
 
    “No. They’re professionals. I’m not worried about them.” He paused. “Unlike your ex-husband, I haven’t gotten over you. Thought I did, but I didn’t. There. I said it.” 
 
    “You sure did say it,” Penelope said. “What’s gotten into you, Adam? You weren’t one of those ‘in touch with his feelings guys’ when we were an item.” 
 
    “I’ve got a bad feeling about this mission,” he said. “Tiberius isn’t right for you. Give me a second chance before it’s too late.” 
 
    “Deployment in thirty seconds,” Sergeant Victory shouted. 
 
    “Give me another chance. Tiberius Plastes isn’t right for you,” the general said. 
 
    “We’ll see.” She looked at the ramp that was about to drop. “You can buy me a drink when we survive this. Don’t get your hopes up about anything that might come later.” 
 
    The ship touched the street and the ramp slammed down. Penelope and the soldiers rushed into a nightmare battle. Monsters of every shape and size threw themselves at the Mother Lode. Citizens and the remains of the first TerroCom squad fought a desperate battle for survival. 
 
    Spiders scurried down walls, climbed out of street drains, and rushed over the boardwalks on each side of the asphalt street. Sergeant Victory took one half of the reinforcements, General Quincy took the other. She couldn’t believe he was here in the thick of the fight. Maybe he was showing off in a misguided attempt to get her back. Maybe he really cared about his men. 
 
    She decided it didn’t matter. Shooting and moving took her full attention. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Shaunte aimed her pistol into the shadows between two warehouses, edging forward as she chewed her lip. She had to go this way. The bad things were behind her. “Just be empty, just be empty, just be empty.” 
 
    A mischief of rats knocked over a trash barrel as they fled the oncoming wave of monster things. Shaunte leapt into the air as she squealed. Despite the danger of her current situation, she smoothed her outfit and collected herself. No one saw her outburst, thank goodness. 
 
    The chittering sounds approached. 
 
    “Right! Time to go, Shaunte!” she said to herself as she ran toward a large freight car in the repair yard. It was up on blocks and had a very solid-looking door she could shut once she made it inside. 
 
    This wasn’t the way she wanted to go. Getting lost in the relatively small town of Darklanding had to be impossible, but she’d done it. At first, she’d been trying to reach Thad at the Cornelius Vandersun Correction Facility and Rehab Center, then she’d been trying to get anywhere safe. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder. Hundreds and hundreds of the little nightmares raced after her, gaining ground as though she were out for a casual stroll and they were being fired from a catapult. She grabbed the ladder steps and started to climb, scuffing the toe of her left shoe. 
 
    “Oh, drat.” She took off the shoes and tossed them into the black storage area of the freight car. The monsters sprinted, whistling word-like sounds that drove her crazy. 
 
    Up and up and up she went, sacrificing skin from her toes in lieu of damaging her designer shoes from Melborn. They hadn’t been anything as stylish as high heels, but neither could they be replaced on this planet. 
 
    The door was on rollers. She grabbed the handles with both hands and heaved it shut, shouting triumphantly as it boomed. Thousands of tiny feet and sharp pointy things pattered harmlessly against the exterior of the industrial strength box. 
 
    Exhausted, she sat against the wall, hugging herself. It was too dark to see her own hands. Safety had a price, it seemed. There was no way the small, scurrying versions of these monsters could break into her simple sanctuary. 
 
    Something heavy slammed against the door. Moments later, another massive form joined it. Soon, the door was rocking on the rails that kept it in place. 
 
    Shaunte told herself she wouldn’t cry. Her body trembled with fatigue. That was something different from sobbing uncontrollably, she thought. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN: Desperate Measures 
 
    Proletan listened to the sheriff, promised he understood what the man wanted, then lied to his face. 
 
    Why would he wade into the center of the crisis to save a poorly-trained native unsuited to the type of violence the situation required and an animal that was as likely to bite him as it was to bite their mutual foe? 
 
    “You want me to help Mast and the pig-dog, then rendezvous at the Mother Lode for the last hurrah. Understood,” Proletan confirmed. 
 
    “Can you do it?” Thad asked. “I really need to know, because my gut says splitting up is a mistake. I’m relying on you. Can you live up to your reputation?” 
 
    “I can do it. No problem,” Proletan said, spreading his hands to display his large, perfectly muscled physique. “I am Proletan.” 
 
    “Okay. In that case, it’s time to move out.” 
 
    Proletan checked his gear with a few pats of his hands, a ritual he always performed despite his complete confidence in his pre-mission preparation. The weapons and gear Thad provided would be more than adequate for his purposes. 
 
    Having memorized the exact route he would travel from the town maps in Thad’s mission briefing, he jogged for a block to warm-up, then ran at an aggressive pace. He ignored the Yakti minions that tumbled toward him when he passed. Perhaps he should have explained to Thaddeus and the others what they were facing. No one knew where the Yakti came from. Many bio-war historians would be crap-their-pants excited to see a living incarnation of the flesh multipliers. 
 
    He didn’t know this creature’s full name. Evidence of three had been discovered on a derelict starship: Yakti-kaan, Yakti-droon, and Yakti-meglan. His access to the Melborn government’s secret files on the discovery had been limited to a brief perusal before he left the body of an unusually interesting victim. The scientist he’d been sent to kill had his workstation open when they met. 
 
    Proletan had been going through an emotional phase at the time. Discontent and bored with his life, he lingered too long with his victims in an attempt to learn what they had done to deserve his attention. The answers were never clear. Sometimes he stumbled across novel information. 
 
    He’d read the Yakti files for hours before making his escape from the research facility. The race that created the monsters was, hopefully, long dead from one of their many experimentations with living weapons. The derelict starship had been the scene of a horrible massacre, requiring two generations of top-level scientists to examine forensically. 
 
    What they came up with was a theoretical construct of Yakti. Facts were scarce, but disturbing. The creatures called themselves Yakti and a name designator, avoided the planet of Glakridoz at all costs, and used organic matter to build—rather than birth—their minions.  
 
    A large wolf-like thing with spider legs twitching along its back jumped down from a building ahead of him. Its fur was a mass of greasy strands that could be more legs or fine, hair-like tentacles. Yellow and green slime oozed from its eyes as though it had been marinating in poisoned blood for thousands of years. Blood dripped from its maw as its lips trembled in rage. 
 
    Proletan reached behind his back and pulled a small knife from a sheath. The four-inch blade would be adequate for piercing the brain if he could thrust through the eye socket. A miss would be a problem. The creature was large, strong, and fast. Built from organic parts from who knew where, the monster might have abilities he didn’t anticipate. 
 
    Give yourself to Yakti-droon, food creature, a voice said in Proletan’s mind. 
 
    “You’re psionic,” Proletan said in fascination. Pain cut through his mind. He fought it off with mental discipline and a few other tricks he had picked up from very esoteric training sources over the years. “I’m not your dinner, Yakti.” 
 
    “Yakti-droon!” it croaked angrily. I am part of Yakti-droon that you may kill me and not affect the master of my fate. That you may feed me and thus feed my creator, that you may die in a spray of bloody misery. 
 
    Proletan would reach the thing in three more steps. At his current speed, this was less than a second of time for the telepathic exchange to occur. Plenty of time, it seemed. Send your master a message, he thought, wondering if the telepathy went both ways—which would mean the thing had to be a mind-reader. 
 
    The creature’s mind was struggling to process this directive when Proletan thrust his knife through the monster’s left eye. At the same time, he swept his left arm in a large circle to deflect dozens of the hair-spine things lashing at his throat. Sidestepping, moving back at an angle, and keeping his hands up to defend himself kept him alive. 
 
    His forearms were riddled with dark, bloody puncture wounds when it was done. 
 
    “That’s the message, servant of Yakti,” Proletan said. “Die.” 
 
    The corpse lay motionless as blood and dark red brain-slime leaked out of its eye socket. 
 
    A scientist would mourn the loss of a valuable research subject. Proletan wasn’t a scientist, he was an assassin with an addiction to reading and asking questions. 
 
    Smaller creatures gathered around the scene. Proletan ignored all but those who blocked his path to the Mother Lode. Mast and Maximus had a decent chance of surviving on their own. Proletan had seen the emotional flaw in the sheriff’s plan immediately. Failure was something a man like Proletan didn’t do. He would go to the Mother Lode, rally the TerroCom Soldiers, and destroy his newest enemy—Yakti-droon, the ancient instrument of bio-war. In short, he would do what he needed to do to emerge victorious, as always. If he should die honorably in that pursuit, so much the better. 
 
    All across the city, the minions of Yakti-droon chattered the name Proletan. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Thad hated this plan worse than anything he’d ever tried. Sledge and Proletan were the only reason he finally decided to risk taking three objectives at once. These men were unbelievably determined warriors. He had no choice but to put his faith in them. Now there was nothing he could do but follow through and make it work. 
 
    Nothing I can do? What kind of talk is that. Don’t make excuses for being in over your head, he thought. 
 
    Angry, frustrated, and terrified this would be his big mistake that got everyone killed, he went in search of Shaunte Plastes. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Sledge walked toward the shrieking mass of alien creatures. Everyone was running here and there and wherever. Yes, he was in a hurry. No, running wasn’t something he was going to do right now. Not that he couldn’t. He wasn’t as fast as Fry and couldn’t come near matching Proletan, but his conditioning was better than most men. Running ten miles wasn’t that hard as long as he chugged along at his own pace. 
 
    The reason he was walking was that he needed to think and be ready for his one chance to do this right. 
 
    “Dixie, do you read me? I need more information,” he said, holding his radio phone in front of his face, looking at it like he might see her through the simple, screen-less device. 
 
    Static. 
 
    He walked faster. Her last location had been very specific—radio tower 1810b. It was visible a few blocks away as a rough outline with a red light at the top. Shadows swarmed around the base. 
 
    “Dixie,” he repeated. 
 
    “I’m here. Stop being so impatient. I had to fish this thing you gave me out of my bra. Have you ever tried to dig something out of your very cute, extremely hard to find in a place like this, brassiere while climbing a radio tower?” she asked breathlessly. 
 
    “You’re on the tower?” 
 
    “I told you I was in trouble. Where are you?” 
 
    Sledge dashed forward, blaster in hand. Gone were his careful plans to slip through the growing horde of enemies and pluck Dixie out of harm’s way undetected. His lungs were pumping air when he arrived at the radio tower. Sweat poured from his skin. 
 
    He slowed to a walk, taking a moment to settle himself and adjust the grip on his blaster. The radio tower was in its own lot. Twenty meters high, it was held in place by eight cables bolted to the ground. Two of them had been chewed through by the spider creatures. 
 
    The sight of them was alarming even to someone like Sledge who had seen it all. He called them spiders because that was the quickest description he could think of. They varied in size and texture. Some were slick as a snake and twisted back on themselves as often as they twisted forward. Most were covered with shaggy, hair-like tentacles, and most had five or more legs. 
 
    That was one of the most disturbing aspects of these things, they often had odd numbers of appendages. Eyes in strange places, pincers, claws, and spikes made them look like something from a mad scientist's nightmare. 
 
    There were perhaps a hundred of the things swarming up the narrow tower after Dixie. She kept them at bay with a small blaster in a purse she swung with impressive accuracy. Sledge realized they were in a hurry because they were bringing the entire tower down. Before long, they would be able to overwhelm her as she lay dazed from the fall. 
 
    Another of the cables snapped as a group of the creatures chewed through a different cable. The sound was like a laser bolt from an action vid. 
 
    A few of them had seen Sledge and started for him. He shot them with his blaster and then put both hands on his hips, including the hand holding the blaster. He needed to catch his breath. 
 
    More and more of the monstrosities flowed off the tower to surround Sledge. He counted them and looked for a way to destroy them en masse. Without a crew-served weapon or a pile of grenades to throw, he was screwed. The terrain was no help; it was flat and open with enemies on all sides. He wasn’t wearing armor and doubted Thad or the others would come to his rescue. 
 
    He wished he knew where the pig-dog was right now. Something Proletan had said during one of their long conversations about life, Darklanding, and everything had made Sledge think these creatures were afraid of the obnoxious mutt. It was the sheepdog versus the wolves analogy. Maximus the sheepdog, the very ugly and rude sheepdog, that was a thought. 
 
    You’re stalling, Sledge. Don’t fear the end. Face it like a man. We all die sooner or later. Right now, all you need to do is make sure Dixie gets away. 
 
    Sledge used all of his blaster bolts. He punched, kicked, and threw the spider things at walls. Several of the little bastards were fast enough to bite him before he flung them away. Getting knocked down was the worst part. He wasn’t used to it. Each time he staggered to his feet bloodier than before was harder than the time before. 
 
    “Sledge! Are you okay?” Dixie shouted from the radio tower. 
 
    “Stay up there!” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Blaster fire and screams resounded from the direction of the Mother Lode. Several citizens and TerroCom soldiers were strewn across the street leading to the place. Proletan moved from shadow to shadow watching the alien monsters surge forward en masse. It was a brute force attack with little strategic subtlety. 
 
    I might've made a mistake, he thought.  
 
    The sound of three grenades, one right after another, bloomed from around the corner. He paused until a new barrage of blaster fire stopped. Someone screamed. A soldier shouted stern commands to fall back. 
 
    He recognized the voice of General Adam Quincy. Interesting. 
 
    A woman’s voice argued with him, shot a blaster at the swarm, and argued again. 
 
    Proletan paused for less than a second to access his well-structured memory, an artifact of his spy days. She was most likely Penelope Grigman. 
 
    “You may be the general, but you’re not my boss. I’ll damn well risk my life if I feel like it. Thad’s out there and we can’t do a damn thing about it until we fight these things off,” the woman said. 
 
    “Just stop being so reckless, Penelope. Please,” the general said. 
 
    Proletan returned to the task at hand just in time to stab a large centipede-spider in the eye with his belt knife. It had been too close for comfort. The monsters were everywhere.  
 
    He rounded the corner unseen, moving between two groups of Yakti minions without drawing their attention. The street in front of the Mother Lode was crowded with the things. He slowed his breathing as he searched for the hive queen, the entity that was the brain of this swarm. Unsure exactly what it looked like, he nevertheless believed it was not here. 
 
    He had miscalculated. A human would have assumed the enemy leader was where the strongest fighting force was making a last stand. Apparently, the Yakti creature was cleverer than he had believed. 
 
    A spider-faced dog creature sniffed the air and turned toward him. Proletan snatched it up into the air by its throat and squeezed. He looked into its eyes and saw no sign of intelligence, only hunger and hate. Throwing it away, he retreated back the way he had come. 
 
    His first instinct was to head for Thaddeus's location. The sheriff was the greatest threat, he thought, but immediately realized his error. The sheriff was the only man to ever have beaten him in a one-to-one fight for as long as he could remember. This made him seem like the most dangerous person on Darklanding to Proletan. 
 
    That was not how the Yakti would see it. 
 
    The creature had one natural enemy on the planet, and it was a pig-dog Glakridozian named Maximus. 
 
    I should have listened to the sheriff and gone to help Mast and Maximus, but not for the reasons Thaddeus sent me to their aid. 
 
    These were strange times for an interstellar assassin on parole.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “I’m in…” Shaunte’s voice faded into radio static. 
 
    “Say again. You’re breaking up,” Thad said, leaning back against a freight car. Spider mutants roamed the area, searching with their slimy tentacle faces, oddly pincered arms, and other sensory devices he couldn’t quite describe. They were similar to each other, but no two of them were exactly the same. 
 
    This didn’t make sense. The freight car was scraped and battered as though they had attacked it then withdrawn. 
 
    “…I said get away from the freight car. I heard you bang on the door…” 
 
    Thad spun to face the metal box he’d been leaning on. 
 
    “Shaunte!” 
 
    “These things are wickedly clever. If they’re not trying to…their way in…” 
 
    “Just open the door,” Thad shouted into his radio. He pulled on the handle, but it wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “It’s a trap, Thad…” 
 
    He scanned the area around him, noticing a lack of activity. Silence ruled the night like a pre-storm calm. 
 
    “I can open the door, but it was really hard to shut the first time. You should leave me here. Get someplace safe,” Shaunte said. 
 
    Thad climbed onto the roof of the freight car and saw hundreds of spider mutants of all shapes and sizes creeping across the other freight cars on the lot. “Okay, this first part is going to be fun. I brought toys this time.” 
 
    He lobbed a grenade onto the roof of the box with the thickest cluster of monsters, then dropped to his stomach and covered his head with his hands. Closing his eyes and opening his mouth to avoid the shockwave bursting his lungs, he rolled to his feet the moment it was over and hurled two more grenades. 
 
    That left a final two that he needed to save for something special. Stunned, the swarm fell back slightly, then edged forward on all sides. 
 
    The sliding door to the freight car he was standing on slammed open.  
 
    “Shaunte! What are you doing?” 
 
    She pulled herself up the ladder onto the roof. “I’m not hiding in there while you’re out here playing hero.” 
 
    “If you get killed, then this was a huge waste of time,” he said. 
 
    Shaunte answered by firing her small blaster just in time to obliterate a spider leaping across the gap between freight cars. 
 
    “Nice shot,” Thad said. “We better get to it.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said, shaking her messy hair and smiling with her grimy face. Her perfectly-tailored business outfit was ripped in places. 
 
    Thad adjusted the grip on his blaster as he studied her resolve. “We work as a team. You don’t have much ammunition and your weapons lacks the knockdown power of a combat piece. So stay close to me and only fire when I’m reloading.” 
 
    “I can do that.” Shaunte aimed her weapon at the swarm, ready for her turn to kill them. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN: The Last Hurrah 
 
    Mast yanked his head around when he heard Maximus squeal in pain. Until now, the pig-dog had only issued muchly disturbing growls, snarls, and a nearly supersonic shriek that drove the creatures back like he was brandishing fire. This new sound alarmed Mast. If the pig-dog went down, they were done for. 
 
    “Are you okay, Maximus?” 
 
    “Aroooh. Snort, snort.” 
 
    Mast rushed toward his animal friend. Despite his enthusiastic noise-making, the pig-dog lay on his side. 
 
    “You don’t look injured. What’s the matter? Get up. We need to fight. The monsters are muchly gathering for another attack.” 
 
    Still stretched out on his side, Maximus slapped the ground with his tail. “Snort.” 
 
    “Are you smiling?” 
 
    “Snort.” 
 
    Mast became greatly angry and frustrated. “Did you eat one of them!” 
 
    “Snort, snort, snort!” Maximus thumped the pavement rapidly with his tail. 
 
    “I hope you get muchly bad indigestion. Mast Jotham was worried about you,” Mast said. 
 
    Maximus lumbered to his feet, staggered as though drunk, and shook his head.  
 
    Mast waited, sensing there was something horrible to come. He imagined his animal friend retching up one of the fifteen-legged things. It would be too much. Mast Jotham had certainly experienced enough of this nightmare in Darklanding. 
 
    Horrible sounds crawled up from Maximus’s throat. He groaned, staggered, and rolled his eyes in misery—or maybe ecstasy, it was hard to say for certain—and belched with hurricane force. 
 
    “That is muchly rude, pig-dog.” 
 
    “Snort.” 
 
    Alien shrieks whistled through Mast’s brain. He wanted to curl up in a ball and sleep until the attack was over. Senseless words whispered in his mind. Something was different. There was an intelligence behind this attack. 
 
    His hands trembled. His vision blurred. Everything seemed far away and right on top of him at the same time. Words began to coalesce and make sense. 
 
    “You must kill the Glakridozian. Destroy the filthy creature. We hate it. You must hate it. You must kill it and open the way to the galaxy,” the voice said. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am Yakti-droon. Serve me, and I will consume you. I will use your bio-mass to make a more perfect killing machine. Your essence will be muuuuchhhly used to swarm the galaxy and feed me for eternity,” the voice said. 
 
    “I do not like that plan.” Mast studied the horde of monstrosities surrounding him. One seemed likely to be the leader. It was larger than most, but not the largest. He thought it was watching him and when it moved, the crowd of spider-mutant things maintained the same distance around it, radiating out like the arms of a living spider web. 
 
    “Maximus, kill that one!” Mast fired at what he thought was the owner of the psychic voice. The blaster bolt winged the creature before it hid behind its minions. 
 
    “Kill the Glakridozian!” Yakti-droon raged. The telepathically invasive words hurt Mast’s head. The guttural sound of its actual speech sounded like jagged aluminum being dragged over a chalkboard. 
 
    The swarm surged toward Mast and the pig-dog with unstoppable force. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Maximus howled at the Darklanding moons. “Aroooooh!” He didn’t know what had taken his Unglok friend Mast Jotham so long. Of course the hive queen-father needed to die. “Snort! Snort! Aroooooh!” 
 
    He charged into a mass of five-kilo spiders, bowling them aside like splakri-garzs. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Proletan saw the surge and restrained himself. He wanted to pump one victorious fist in the air but suspected the gesture could be very premature. There were too many of the Yakti bio-constructs to count. Whatever had just happened had changed the spacing of the Yakti minions. Where they had radiated through the area in a rough, hard-to-attack circle, they were now focused on the Unglok and the outcast guardian of Glakridoz.  
 
    All had been lost but fortune favored the bold. Now he had arrived behind the enemy’s undefended rear. The fact that the murderous alien intelligence considered the dog creature a greater threat than Proletan hurt Proletan’s pride. Angry and knowing he shouldn’t give into anger, he pulled two knives from his belt. He would kill as many as possible before he started shooting. Then he would fight his way to Yakti-droon and prove who was the most dangerous killer in the galaxy. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Thad relaxed as the conflict continued. It was a strange thing to find peace in violence. During a hot battle, that was exactly what happened. Aiming, shooting, and moving became nothing more than a job—a list of tasks to get done with the slightly unreal prospect of death waiting beyond his first failure to meet a “deadline.” 
 
    Shaunte quit talking and did her job, shooting the creatures whenever Thad paused to reload.  
 
    The entire fight lasted less than two minutes but felt like two hours. Neither of them had enough ammunition for a sustained engagement. “We’re going to get the hell out of here soon.” 
 
    “How?” Shaunte asked, not looking at him but through the sights of her small blaster for her next target. “I’m not trying to be difficult, but I don’t see how we’re going to escape without growing wings.” 
 
    “Funny you should mention that,” he said. 
 
    The adjacent freight cars had been covered with the creatures. Some had swarmed away to find a meatier meal, Thad guessed. Something was happening near the Unglok quarter. Others had given up the idea they could jump the gap without being shot and climbed between the battered metal freight cars. 
 
    “I don’t like the way you are looking at me,” Shaunte said, dividing her attention between Thad and a pair of spiders attempting to sneak over the edge. She blasted one. The other scurried back. Its rows of eyes peaked over the edge as it moved sideways, looking for a chance to attack. 
 
    “It’s a new move I just came up with. I call it the Shaunte Toss.” 
 
    “No, you don’t!” she yelled as he grabbed her by the back of her belt in one hand and her hair with the other. 
 
    He swung her back, then forward as hard as he could. 
 
    She flailed through the air screaming murderous sounds that were almost recognizable as profanity. 
 
    Thad jumped after her, landing on the vacant roof with two-thirds of his body. His knees and shins slammed into the side, causing him to grunt and slide downward. 
 
    Shaunte grabbed the shoulders of his jumpsuit and heaved him the rest of the way up. “I’d pull you by your hair if it wasn’t so short, you jerk!” 
 
    Thad couldn’t breathe. Pain filled his body and his lungs hated him. Gasping his words, he dragged himself to his feet and staggered forward. “We have to go now. They’re coming.” 
 
    Behind them, the rest of the swarm realized what Thad and Shaunte had done. They pursued with renewed vigor. 
 
    “Should I go down this ladder or are you going to throw me again?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    “Down. Get to the street and run for the Mother Lode. Your father’s TerroCom soldiers are there.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Thad shoved Shaunte past the guard at the door, turned, and fired on the lizard-like spider that had nearly caught them three times during the mad dash through Darklanding. His shot winged the creature. A sergeant named Victory drilled it in the face with his heavy carbine blaster. 
 
    “Sloppy shot, sir,” Sergeant Victory said. 
 
    “My last shot.” 
 
    “Glad you made it, sir. You don’t remember me. I made rank since Centauri Prime.” 
 
    “I remember you. Thanks.” He hadn’t remembered the man at first, but it was all coming together now. 
 
    “I’m going to my room,” Shaunte said, storming up the stairs. 
 
    “What’s your problem?” Leslie Stargazer asked as she passed. 
 
    “Have you ever been tossed from one rooftop to another? Well, I have!” 
 
    “Can you define ‘tossed’? It might be something I’m into. Sounds kinky,” Leslie said. 
 
    “Hmmph!” Shaunte turned her back on the laughter that followed. 
 
    “Why, my dear, heroic Sheriff Thaddeus Fry, you can’t go around tossing women off buildings,” Leslie said. 
 
    The soldiers and Mother Lode patrons taking a break from guard duty laughed. 
 
    “It’s actually quite liberating. I highly recommend it,” Thad said. He strode to the door. 
 
    Sergeant Victory stopped him. “Once you’re in, you’re in, sir.” 
 
    “I’m going to help my deputy and my pig-dog,” Thad said. 
 
    “Everyone wants to go out there to help someone. Best to shelter in place and wait for reinforcements,” Victory said. 
 
    “I just threw the woman I love off a fifteen-foot-high freight car. Call me crazy, dock my pay, drum me out of the service, but don’t get in my way,” Thad said. 
 
    “You need help?” Sergeant Victory asked. 
 
    “Just keep up the good work. And don’t let anyone follow me, especially not the Company Man. She’s kind of stubborn.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Penelope Fry-Grigman, Ground Forces-retired, SagCon Special Investigator-retired, former girlfriend of General Adam Quincy-retired came down the stairs just in time to see Thad leave. 
 
    The general followed her. 
 
    “Stop following me,” she said. 
 
    “You’re going to do something foolish,” he said. 
 
    “And what if I do? We’re not together anymore, Adam. How many times do I have to say that? I’m with Tiberius.” 
 
    The general looked around, not missing the fact that everyone not guarding the doors and windows was staring at him and Penelope. “Funny, I don’t see him here. Apparently, he doesn’t care as much about you or his daughter as he says.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit and you know it,” Penelope said. 
 
    “I’m going with you. Sergeant Victory won’t let you out unless I tell him to,” the general said. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m with Tiberius,” she said, knowing it was a lie. She had lost interest in both men. They wanted to possess her as a prize. At least Thaddeus had never done that, which was, ironically, why she’d left him. He hadn’t been possessive enough. 
 
    Sergeant Victory opened the door while two of his soldiers aimed their heavy combat rifles into the darkness, scanning for the swarm with night vision optics. 
 
    Penelope faked a step through the threshold. The general followed too close, sensing a trick. She turned abruptly and handcuffed him to the inside of the doorway. 
 
    By the time he finished shouting at Sergeant Victory to “get out his damn handcuff key and un-handcuff him,” Penelope Fry-Grigman had disappeared into the night. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Everything came together for Thad and his friends. All it cost them was deadly injuries, pain, and nightmares that would haunt them all their days. 
 
    Thad stalked toward the chaos, looking for an opportunity to do what Proletan had already begun—attack the undefended rear element of the enemy swarm. None of the creatures saw him. He was a silent angel of death about to deliver the wrath of… 
 
    “Thaddeus!” Penelope whispered harshly. 
 
    Thad jumped, twisted, and aimed his blaster at his ex-wife. When he came down, all his deadly composure was ruined. “Pen! Are you trying to kill me?” 
 
    “Yes, Thad. I came all this way to kill you when you are doing a perfectly good job of dying all by yourself. We don’t have time for this. It’s time to fight, and not each other,” she said. 
 
    “I will never understand women.” He moved as quickly as he could without alerting the alien mutants he was about to ambush. Penelope came right beside him, her gaze on the job they needed to do. 
 
    “We are really over, Thad. I just wanted to say that. Don’t get any ideas just because I dumped two of the most powerful men in the galaxy to join you in this last hurrah.” 
 
    “I will never understand women,” Thad repeated. 
 
    “It’s best that you don’t.” 
 
    They separated slightly and attacked. 
 
    Thad focused on his work, shooting nearly a dozen of the things in as many seconds. “Fight your way toward Maximus! I think he knows which one is the leader!” 
 
    “Roger that!” Penelope shouted back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Proletan was so close to victory. He only needed to kill five or six more. 
 
    A creature with poorly-developed batwings flung itself from a rooftop, sailed over the battle, and latched fangs around Proletan’s blaster hand. 
 
    He dropped the weapon, caught it with his other hand, and began firing without hesitation. 
 
    A bear-sized Yakti minion tackled him from behind. Proletan’s face plowed into the cheap asphalt of the Darklanding street. 
 
    One, two, three more of the creatures piled on top of him. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Mast tried to keep up with Maximus. A wave of monsters surged from a nearby alley and rushed toward him. He muchly retreated, aiming each shot carefully because he was nearly out of ammunition. 
 
    More of the creatures rushed him. His blaster ceased to work. He patted his coat pockets for charge packs and didn’t find any. “I am Mast Jotham! This is my home!” 
 
    He clubbed a red-eyed, black and silver centipede with his empty blaster. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
     Penelope went down.  
 
    Thad turned and fired several quick shots to clear the creatures away from her. She jumped to her feet and staggered away, not even pausing to complain she could have done that without his help. 
 
    He thought she must be injured. 
 
    Maximus wailed as the hive-leader bit him less than five strides from where Thad stood deciding if he should help the pig-dog or check on his ex-wife. The decision should have been easy. 
 
    He charged toward Maximus, shouldering the biggest of the creatures aside and stepping on the smallest that covered the ground like a carpet of organic murder-bugs. The entire swarm converged around him. 
 
    Maximus had his jaws locked around two of the hive-creature’s arms while the other arms stabbed and slashed him. 
 
    Yakti-droon kills the Glakridozian! a voice in Thad’s head wailed triumphantly. 
 
    “Not today!” Thad threw his body over Maximus to protect him from further attacks while thrusting his blaster forward at the same time. The barrel pressed into the hideous, many-eyed face of the creature. He pulled the trigger and sent ancient goo flying out the back of its head. 
 
    The moment felt short and eternal at the same time. Rolling away from Maximus, he struggled to catch his breath and winced at pain all over his body. His back and left arm had been pierced multiple times during the second and a half he had shielded Maximus. 
 
    “You okay, animal?” 
 
    “Aroooh.” 
 
    Screams filled the air as the lesser monsters withered and died. Some managed to flee, but they didn’t make it very far. 
 
    With his good hand, Thad scratched behind the pig-dog’s ears. “Pen?” he called.  
 
    Penelope Fry-Grigman fell to her knees, chest heaving with her efforts to fight the pain that racked her body. “Getting better by the minute,” she managed to say. She didn’t try to stand, not wanting Thad to see her weakness.  
 
    “Max? Come on, buddy. Give me some loving.” The Glakridozian nuzzled him before heading for Penelope.  
 
    She draped an arm over him as he smacked her face with his tongue. 
 
    “Get off me you disgusting creature!” she ordered with little energy behind her words.  
 
    A long arm reached down and pulled her to her feet. “Your eyes look bigly weird, all pupil and no iris.” 
 
    “That’s because I’ve been rocking the ganj, my alien friend.”  
 
    “Mast Jotham must remind the former Special Investigator that on Ungwilook, she is the alien.”  
 
    “Point to the deputy!” she declared taking a step forward to test her balance.  
 
    Thad struggled to his feet, grimacing at his deputy. “I knew you had a soft spot for the ladies.”  
 
    “I am muchly like you,” the deputy replied.  
 
    Thad started to laugh as he staggered to Mast, nodding and apologizing when he grabbed on to maintain his balance. 
 
    With a human braced on each side and a Glakridozian pig-dog leading the way, Mast started for the Mother Lode.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Shaunte faced Judy Ortega across the largest table in the Mother Lode. They each had a witness. 
 
    “This contract doesn’t even resemble fairness,” Ortega said. 
 
    “It’s non-negotiable,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “I don’t see why I have to sign myself into a mental hospital. You’re trying to discredit me.” 
 
    Shaunte smiled. “My sheriff has more than enough evidence to convict you in a court of law. Consider yourself lucky I am willing to deal on this proof.” 
 
    “What kind of evidence?” 
 
    Thad cleared his throat. “Some jury members don’t like sworn witness statements unless they come with video and audio evidence. Fortunately, my witness is smarter than you are.” 
 
    “I demand to know who your witness is and what he or she claims I did,” Ortega said. “Carter, make them tell me. I need proof or I’m not signing this contract.” 
 
    Thad interrupted. “That will be revealed if we go to trial as part of mandatory discovery. I’ll show all my evidence to your defense lawyer. He or she will want to make a deal, take a plea bargain, but you’ll get a hard forty instead.” 
 
    “Take the deal, Mrs. Ortega.” 
 
    “This gives all the advantages to SagCon and far too much protection for the planet of Ungwilook and its natural population,” Ortega complained. 
 
    Shaunte didn’t argue. She waited, not caring which decision Ortega made. The woman had come to Darklanding thinking she was playing a deadly game of chess when she was really only playing checkers. Shaunte had learned the game from a master, honed her skills on the hardest frontier in the galaxy, and found a sheriff who didn’t scare off easily or get himself killed. 
 
    The future of Darklanding was in her hands. With a little help, everyone could win. Except the woman who had tried to betray her and murder her friends. 
 
    Ortega muttered curses as she signed the certified tablet form. 
 
    Shaunte signed her portion, then leaned back. “Welcome to Darklanding.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The End of Episode 12. The End of Season 1 
 
    Thank you for reading this story.  If you liked it, please leave a review. 
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    Book 1 – Enemy of Man (also available on audiobook)  
 
    Book 2 – Son of Orlan (also available on audiobook)  
 
    Book 3 – Weapons of Earth (also available on audiobook)  
 
      
 
    SMC Marauders 
 
    Book 1 – Bayonet Dawn 
 
    Book 2 – Burning Sun 
 
      
 
    Grendel Uprising 
 
    Episode 1: Proof of Death 
 
    Episode 2: Blood Royal 
 
    Episode 3: Heavy Weapons 
 
      
 
    Son of a Dragonslayer 
 
    Book 1 – Dragon Badge (also available on audiobook)   
 
    Book 2 – Dragon Attack (also available on audiobook)  
 
    Book 3 – Dragon Land 
 
      
 
      
 
    Other Books by Craig Martelle 
 
    The Terry Henry Walton Chronicles, a Kurtherian Gambit Series, co-written with Michael Anderle 
 
    World’s Worst Day Ever (a short prequel of sorts) 
 
    Book 1 – Nomad Found (also available on audiobook) 
 
    Book 2 – Nomad Redeemed (also available on audiobook) 
 
    Book 3 - Nomad Unleashed (also available on audiobook) 
 
    Book 4 - Nomad Supreme (also available on audiobook) 
 
    Book 5 – Nomad’s Fury (also available on audiobook) 
 
    Book 6 – Nomad’s Justice (also available on audiobook) 
 
    Book 7 – Nomad Avenged (also available on audiobook) 
 
    Book 8 – Nomad Mortis (also available on audiobook) 
 
    Book 9 – Nomad’s Force (also available on audiobook) 
 
    Book 10 – Nomad’s Galaxy (also available on audiobook) 
 
    Book 11 – Nomad’s Journal (also available on audiobook) 
 
      
 
    Free Trader Series 
 
    Book 1 – The Free Trader of Warren Deep  
 
    Book 2 – The Free Trader of Planet Vii  
 
    Book 3 – Adventures on RV Traveler  
 
    Book 4 – Battle for the Amazon  
 
    Book 5 – Free the North!  
 
    Book 6 – Free Trader on the High Seas  
 
    Book 7 – Southern Discontent (2017) 
 
    Book 8 – The Great ‘Cat Rebellion (2017) 
 
    Book 9 – Return to the Traveler (2017) 
 
    Outpost of the Ancients – a Free Trader short story published in the Apocalyptic Space Collection, Volume 1 
 
      
 
    Cygnus Space Opera – set in the Free Trader Universe 
 
    Book 1 – Cygnus Rising  
 
    Book 2 – Cygnus Expanding  
 
    Book 3 – Cygnus Arrives  
 
    Cygnus Omnibus – Books 1 to 3 under one cover and also as an audiobook 
 
      
 
    Darklanding with Scott Moon 
 
    See above 
 
      
 
    End Times Alaska Series, a Winlock Press publication 
 
    Book 1: Endure (also available on audiobook) 
 
    Book 2: Run (also available on audiobook) 
 
    Book 3: Return (also available on audiobook) 
 
    Book 4: Fury (coming soon on audiobook) 
 
      
 
    Rick Banik Thrillers 
 
    People Raged and the Sky Was on Fire (also available on audiobook) 
 
    The Heart Raged (2017) 
 
    Paranoid in Paradise – a short story within the Close to Bones Anthology 
 
      
 
    Short Stories (and where you can find them) 
 
    Just One More Fight (published as a novella standalone) 
 
    Wisdom’s Journey (published as a novella standalone) 
 
    Fear Peace (published as a short story standalone) 
 
    The Trenches of Centauri Prime (in Galactic Frontiers, edited by Charles Ekeke) 
 
    The Outcast (Through the Never Anthology, nominated for consideration for a Nebula Award) 
 
    Defense of the Deep Space Denali (in The Expanding Universe Vol 2) 
 
    A Language Barrier (in The Expanding Universe Vol 3) 
 
    The Misadventures of Jacob Wild McKilljoy (with Michael-Scott Earle) (Always FREE) 
 
      
 
    Box Sets & Anthologies 
 
    Trader, Cygnus, & People Raged – Martelle Starter Library 
 
    Close to the Bones, a Thriller Anthology (edited by Martha Carr) 
 
    The Expanding Universe, Volume 1 (edited by Craig Martelle) 
 
    The Expanding Universe, Volume 2 (edited by Craig Martelle)  
 
    The Expanding Universe, Volume 3 (edited by Craig Martelle) (Dec 2017) 
 
    Earth Prime Anthology, Volume 1 (Stephen Lee & James M. Ward) 
 
    Apocalyptic Space Short Story Collection (Stephen Lee & James M. Ward) 
 
    Lunar Resorts Anthology, Volume 2 (Stephen Lee & James M. Ward) 
 
    Metamorphosis Alpha – Chronicles from the Warden Vol 1 (with James M. Ward, edited by Craig Martelle) 
 
    Metamorphosis Alpha – Chronicles from the Warden Vol 2 (with James M. Ward, edited by Craig Martelle) (Dec 2017)


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Author Notes: Scott Moon 
 
    Thank you for reading Darklanding! 
 
    It’s been a heck of a ride. Now is probably a good time to really offer a super big thanks to Diane Velasquez, Dorene Johnson, and Kat Lind who pitched the concept to Craig. This simple project has become something new and great, I think. Maybe not everyone will love it. Perhaps some won’t get it at all. But we just created a space opera western from scratch. Inspired by Firefly, Tombstone, Bonanza and other classics cinema, I wonder if someday (just maybe) Darklanding could see the silver screen? 
 
    That’s a subtle hint for anyone who happens to know a movie producer to mention our little series. We’ve already been approached by one studio. I wish I could say more, but that would probably not be allowed. 
 
    So exciting. And now I’m rambling. 
 
    It is 0442 hours in the morning as I write these final words of season one. I need to grab a quick workout and head to the day job. If I’m lucky, I will encounter interesting people, situations, and scenery that will fuel my imagination. On the way to work I will listen to an audiobook. Which reminds me, Craig and I are waiting with eager anticipation as the audiobook for the first three episodes goes into final production. 
 
    I love audiobooks and can’t wait to hear the final version of Darklanding. 
 
    I hope you and yours are well. May good things come to you all day, everyday! 
 
    Thank you so much for reading season one of Darklanding. 
 
    Scott Moon, Writer 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Author Notes: Craig Martelle 
 
    Woohoo! Time to pop the cork on the good champagne! Can you believe that we did it? Scott Moon doing the heavy lifting, telling great stories, and together, we delivered these episodes, one after the other, only eighteen days in between. An amazing run.  
 
    Would we do it again? With the right incentive, that answer would have to be yes. If a studio wants to make a small screen version of this series, I’m sure we could come up with plenty new and exciting adventures for our favorite characters.  
 
    Today is the solstice, June 21st. In Fairbanks, Alaska, they have the annual midnight classic, a baseball game they play overnight, without lights, because they don’t need them. It has been light for twenty-four hours for the past month and will be for the next month. It’s just how it is this far north.  
 
    I’m working on other series, other worlds, in a broad range of genres. So many stories left to tell. Look for all of that chocolatey goodness in your candy aisle. 
 
    While you’re jonesing for more Darklanding, Scott and I both have plenty of other books that you can read. Here’s a listing of the series that I have available.  
 
      
 
    And there you are. So much to read. So many places to go. Lots of great characters to relate to. Peace fellow, humans. We will see you later. 
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