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CHAPTER ONE: Crime Scene 
 
    Thaddeus leaned on the tractor tire to catch his breath before the next round of improvised calisthenics. He didn't want to think about Shaunte, so of course that was all he could do. He exercised a little harder each day hoping for peace of mind, or at the very least, a temporary distraction. What he was getting instead were blisters and delayed-onset muscle soreness. 
 
    The Company Man's attitude had changed since the Vandersun incident. She worked late, sometimes through the night, and moved through the daylight hours like a zombie obsessed with spreadsheets and financial reports. If she had ever been flirtatious, that was a thing of the past. Thaddeus was surprised at how much he missed something he hadn't really given much thought to before. 
 
    I think she's mad at you, Fry-man. Don't ask me why, he thought. 
 
    Even Dixie was too busy for him. Apparently, her girls had gotten a bit out of control due to her spending so much time trying to monitor Ruby Miranda. Now she was busy managing every detail of their lives to ensure compliance with her entertainment philosophy—which centered on smiles, sex, and prompt payment. None of the girls were allowed to have favorite clients or form attachments, which they all did. A few had even run away. 
 
    Pierre had come down with some type of flu and put one of his apprentice barkeeps in charge of the Mother Lode. Business was slow. All tables were clean and there hadn't been a fight for days. 
 
    A river of transport ships orbited Darklanding and lined up to take their places on the landing field dominating the eastern half of the mesa. There had been virtually no crime or disorder for the last several weeks and the Mother Lode was a ghost town. Everyone, human and Unglok alike, were working double shifts. P. C. Dickles was back at the mines digging for exotic materials at an unheard-of pace. 
 
    "Sheriff Fry!" Deputy Mast Jotham yelled as he ran along the street on his gangly Unglok legs. "Sheriff Fry!" 
 
    Thaddeus pulled on his shirt, then pulled up the top half of his jumpsuit and zippered it shut. In two movements, he was wearing his gun-belt and was ready to go to work. His deputy was one of the most interesting Ungloks he'd met on Darklanding, hard to get excited and not one to panic. 
 
    "What is it, Mast?" Thaddeus met his deputy at the edge of the vacant lot. 
 
    "Murder," Mast said. He breathed heavily and seemed under considerable stress. "There's been a murder." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thad jumped onto the side-rail of a tram heading for the outskirts of town. Mast struggled to imitate the maneuver. Wide-eyed, surprised at his own audacity, his feet pounded the cheap pavement to keep up as his hands clawed at the handrails. Maximus, the increasingly overweight pig-dog, jogged after them looking unconvinced. 
 
    "Do we need to ride with the poor Gloks! And can we wait for a lessly-moving tram!"  
 
    Thad grabbed his forearm and hauled him up. He patted his friend on the shoulder once he was up, then stared into his large eyes. "You called them Gloks." 
 
    "I was out of breath. I would never call my people Gloks." 
 
    "It happens. Surprised me is all." Thad tipped his hat to several of the poor Ungloks also riding on the outside of the tram. “What do we do about Maximus?” 
 
    "This is muchly undignified," Mast said as he caught his breath. “Leave him. He’s muchly flatulent. More muchly than usual.” 
 
    Gasping and snorting for air, the animal veered away from the tram and disappeared into an alley. The creature was somehow able to run and pout at the same time. 
 
    Thad faced the front of the tram. As slow as it moved, it still generated enough wind to flare his coat and threaten his hat with flight. Reaching up, pulling it down tight, he ignored everything else about Darklanding. The short buildings and industrial grid layout of the streets meant nothing. All he could think about was the murder that had occurred on his watch. 
 
    He supposed it was bound to happen sooner or later. 
 
    "Do you know much about murder?" Mast asked. 
 
    "That's a loaded question, Mast. But I think I know what you mean." Thad didn't understand the first thing about investigating a murder. He'd enrolled in a long-distance course, hoping to complete the criminal justice degree about the time his term was up. "I'm taking some online classes. Haven't got to investigating a murder yet." 
 
    "Have you started the course at all? I have been waiting for you to discuss what you learned for many weeks," Mast said. 
 
    “Of course I have. I mean, why wouldn’t I have? The advertisement said it was okay to progress at your own pace.” 
 
    Mast waited for more and was disappointed.  
 
    Thad focused on the street ahead as though he was driving the tram rather than hitching a ride on the side-rail. It was time to clear his mind of the action on Centauri Prime, mine collapses, train heists, and murderous outlaws breaking out of his jail. His tenure at Darklanding hadn't been a cake walk. If he'd hoped to retire on duty, he'd miscalculated. 
 
    Why is Shaunte giving me the cold shoulder? Why is Maximus so fat? 
 
    "Thaddeus, the tram is about to stop. These fine Ungloks will be muchly moving about and heading for their domiciles," Mast said. 
 
    Thad stared at his partner for a moment, barely recognizing him. He shook off his grim thoughts and his frustration with the Company Man. Holding onto his hat, he jumped to the pavement. His knees and ankles cushioned the impact. He felt it, of course, but his conditioning was having a positive effect. Years of running and marching in Ground Forces had done damage, but he had learned that inactivity was not the solution to his accumulated aches and pains. 
 
    Almost unconsciously, he swiped his other hand past his blaster and found it secure in the holster. Mast imitated his movement. They walked away from the tram station toward the temporary Unglok neighborhood that sprawled to a terminus point beyond view. 
 
    SagCon had provided high-quality trailers for any family willing to relocate and help with mining or shipping of exotic materials. The dwellings were as neat and clean as they could be, but the constant dust blown across the top of the mesa stained them. They had been white. Now each had a patina of red and brown worked into the pores of the durable plastic siding. 
 
    "I can't figure out what's wrong with these trailers. It's like they have been stepped on or something," Thaddeus said. 
 
    Mass nodded sagely. "Ungloks remove the company foundations so they can place them directly on the ground. Then they dig—what do you call them—basements. Muchly basements. They connect like Yulu warrens." 
 
    Thaddeus stopped to stare at his partner. "Is that safe? What if they collapse?" 
 
    Mast shook his head. "They will not collapse. My people know the structure of rock and soil." 
 
    Unglok children ran between the homes, chasing each other with brightly-decorated sticks. A rainbow of feathers and strips of cloth slashed through the air in the hands of the little Ungloks. 
 
    "They look human when they are this young," Thad said. 
 
    "Do not mention this to their parents. It is not a nice comparison these days," Mast said. 
 
    The sheriff shook his head. He knew only too well of the friction between human and Unglok, something that started long before he arrived. At least he was trying to do something about it. 
 
    Ships flew overhead, engines flaring as they slowed to land at the spaceport. "I didn't realize this neighborhood was in the flight path. Most plans don't allow settlements under the final approach." 
 
    "Is this because of the danger?" Mast asked. 
 
    Thaddeus shrugged. "Sure. And no one likes the noise." 
 
    He checked his tablet for the address and continued walking. The trams didn't run this far and there were no vehicles. Children continued to play, but adult Ungloks stared at him without offering a greeting or coming close enough to speak. They stood in doorways or at the corners of buildings and watched them as though he and Mast were invaders passing through their lands. Only a few of them wore SagCon jumpsuits. He thought their native clothing appeared functional and expressive. He said as much to Mast. 
 
    "How do you mean?" Mast asked. 
 
    Thaddeus took several strides as he composed his answer, not sure he should have brought up the matter. "I get a sense of each individual's personality from the way they wear their clothing. The fabric weaves are different, and they don't fit like SagCon jumpsuits." 
 
    Mast nodded, apparently satisfied. "Their attire is as simple as it must be." 
 
    "Right. That's what I meant," Thaddeus said. 
 
    Mast seemed saddened by something he saw. "It makes good sense they do not wish to greet you as tradition demands. Some of these people have never seen a human this close. They should have an Eru Di Mlus greeting for me. I am one of them." 
 
    "They’re being cautious. It's not against the law. I didn't expect them to throw me a parade." 
 
    The crime scene was no different than any other part of the neighborhood, except that a crowd of Ungloks sat cross-legged in the dirt in front of the trailer. Some stood with their hands clasped in front of their waists and their heads bowed. Children waited impatiently at the fringe of the gathering. 
 
    "Are all these people family members?" Thaddeus asked Mast. 
 
    "No. Yes. I cannot explain it." 
 
    Thaddeus didn't like that. It seemed like a simple question. He studied the trailer and the lot it was positioned on as an older Unglok walked toward him. 
 
    "Mast, this is a double trailer. Does that mean our murder victim was rich, comparatively speaking?" Thad asked. 
 
    "Our murder victim?" Mast shook his head. "I still have much to learn of your language. Why would he be ours?" 
 
    "Was the murder victim rich?" Thad asked. 
 
    Mast waved his hand toward several other double trailers. "Yes. Somewhat rich. Not the richest." His words drifted off as he bent over in a coughing fit. "Excuses for me. I am muchly better now." 
 
    "I'll let you do the talking." 
 
    "Yes," Mast said, coughing into his hand. He led the way through the crowd of Ungloks, stepping over those who did not choose to move from their sitting positions. 
 
    Thad weaved around them instead of attempting to straddle them with his shorter legs. None of the Ungloks spoke to him. They watched him without blinking. 
 
    Like most prefabricated frontier world dwellings, the front door was a mighty thing. It looked like part of the bulkhead in a starship—one designed for every possible environment. The dirt-blasted trailer seemed stronger than it probably was, especially due to the way it had been lowered closer to the ground. Thad peered through the open door, but did not enter. He waited for Mast to go inside, then followed, trying to appear respectful. 
 
    Four or five adult Ungloks and several children moved around the three-room structure in different states of animation. A woman cried and was comforted by two younger Unglok women. Another woman seemed to be cooking in the kitchen or perhaps cleaning something in a pot of boiling water. The children were playing, pausing to look at the body lying in the middle of the second room. 
 
    Thaddeus thought the second room was a sleeping area. There were bedrolls in all rooms of the dwelling, but a greater concentration of them existed in the room with the victim. In the very center of the dwelling was a hatch that led down into the darkness. He looked at it, then waved at Mast to steal him back from an animated conversation he was having with the widow. 
 
    "Is that the basement?" 
 
    Mast nodded. "We should not go there unless it is necessary to the investigation. That is where their food is stored and is a most private place." 
 
    "Fine. We can wait on that for now," Thad said. He looked around at the chaotic crime scene. "We need to get these people out of here." 
 
    Mast looked uncomfortable. 
 
    "Explain to them that we must find who did this and must look for clues." 
 
    His deputy nodded and began the laborious process of explaining the situation and calming the family and friends of the victim, an unpopular Unglok named Trankot. Space freighters passed overhead with the precision of a metronome, their engines shaking buildings and making conversation difficult. The room started to feel hot. Thaddeus loosened his collar. As far as he could tell, no one was interfering or tampering with the corpse, but even he knew that this crime scene had been horribly polluted by all the family activity that had happened since the death. 
 
    He squatted down and tried to console the grieving woman. Holding his hat in one hand, he reached out with the other to express his condolences. 
 
    All of the crying in the room stopped. The children quit what they were doing and stared at him. Water boiled in the kitchen and the women wordlessly faced the living room. Mast started coughing. 
 
    Thad looked at his partner. "Did I do something wrong?" 
 
    Mast shook his head. "These people speak a simple dialect muchly influenced by hand gestures and body position. You may have just told this woman that you killed her husband." 
 
    Thad stopped breathing and considered standing up. 
 
    The woman who had been crying started talking to the younger women around her. Mast backed away, but she pointed at him and waved her hands excitedly. 
 
    "She is wondering why you would do that for her," Mast said. 
 
    "What?" Thad asked. He stood up and spread his hands to indicate he had not killed anyone. 
 
    "It is a mystery. I do not know why she would say that," Mast said. With a stern tone and many words, he convinced everyone to go outside where most of them squatted on the ground. 
 
    Thad stared at the body as his deputy re-joined him on the crime scene. "They moved the body. I don't see any weapons.” 
 
    He knelt on one knee for a closer look. Carefully, not sure if he was doing the right thing, he tried unsuccessfully to move the victim’s arm. "I wish I knew more about Unglok physiology. He has rigor, which in a human could give us an approximate time of death. Four or five hours in this environment, maybe.” 
 
    Mast, wide-eyed and motionless, hesitated before speaking. "Ungloks become like statues for a time after death. Is this what rigor is in human corpses?” 
 
    Thaddeus nodded. 
 
    "It is forbidden to move a body while it is in this state, what you call rigor," Mast said. 
 
    Thaddeus listened, but most of his attention was on the scene. He tried to remember everything about what he saw, hoping that his mind would make connections that would become clues. The room was a simple place, full of sleeping rolls and narrow shelves attached to the walls with various personal items from many different Ungloks. 
 
    "We need to take some pictures,” he said. 
 
    "Should we take fingerprints? I read this in a forensic manual," Mast said. 
 
    Thaddeus shook his head. "We don't have a database of Unglok fingerprints and even if we did, it would be hard to sort them out. It looks like this room gets a lot of use. There's probably fingerprints on top of fingerprints. We need to arrange for an autopsy.” 
 
    "That will be exceedingly difficult. The family will not like it," Mast said. 
 
    "And we don't have a coroner at Darklanding. The body will have to be kept in cold storage until we can get someone qualified to examine it," Thaddeus said. 
 
    Mast swallowed hard. “The book I read said that your doctors cut up the bodies to determine the cause of death." 
 
    Thaddeus stood. "Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
    "The family will be unhappy but will not say anything.” 
 
    Using his tablet, Thaddeus took numerous pictures of each room. About halfway through, he realized he should've established some type of sensible order, but it was too late. He would have to sort them later. 
 
    “Arrange for transport of the body to cold storage. Someplace close to the Mother Lode. I can't wait until we have a proper station house.  Once we have the body taken care of, we will need to start looking for witnesses in the neighborhood. We will go door to door if necessary," Thaddeus said. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWO: Peaches 
 
    Dixie had an image to maintain, and her tight skirt and low-cut blouse was doing their job as usual. She liked silk and finer things. She preferred clothing that was about one size too small. The only variance to her wardrobe today were her shoes. Some days, she needed comfortable shoes to get around town. From a distance, they look like high-fashion flats, but were full of support and cushioned soles. 
 
    Men watched from the doorways of businesses and workshops. She noticed with satisfaction that some of them made excuses to head out onto the street and intercept her. Some were polite, some were vulgar, but they all flattered her with compliments and propositions. She kept her chin high and waved them off as she passed without slowing down. 
 
    There were no alleyways in this part of Darklanding, only streets that were narrower and less busy. It was necessary to take a circuitous route to the greenhouse where her peaches grew, which was near the edge of the Unglok old town area. She found that walking among the indoor peach trees calmed her and gave her perspective on what she was doing here in Darklanding. 
 
    She turned down a final street and proceeded halfway to the end before she realized she was almost surrounded by Ungloks. They towered over her, shabby jumpsuits and nearly human faces causing them to seem more alien rather than less. She'd often thought they should have their own style of wardrobe and not have to force themselves into jumpsuits provided by SagCon. Maybe, if things went well, she could design a line of clothing and market it to them. 
 
    Fashion was the last thing on her mind now, however. There were at least ten of them, in a tight circle around her as though the maneuver had been planned. 
 
    "You stay. Human woman. No run," said one that looked older than the others. His hair was gray and unevenly trimmed. His eyes were almost violet, which she thought was unusual. 
 
    Dixie turned slowly, wishing she had been on her way home from the greenhouse so that she could throw peaches at them and run when they tried to pick them up. She looked them over again, wondering if they liked peaches. It was a question she had never asked herself. Until now, she had only sold the black-market fruit to human vendors. 
 
    "I have a blaster. You better stay back," she said, reaching into her handbag. 
 
    The crowd of Ungloks retreated and raised their hands to calm her. It was a human gesture that they had not mastered. The effect startled her, and she realized she had been holding her breath. 
 
    "No, no," the leader said. "No blaster. Peaches for Tigi. Peaches for Tigi.” 
 
    The other Ungloks took up the chant. "Peaches for Tigi. Peaches for Tigi. Peaches for Tigi.” 
 
    "Stop! I don't even know who Tigi is!" Dixie yelled in frustration. They seem to be moving closer and she couldn't breathe. 
 
    “Stop! Ummak says stop! Human woman screams at you,” the leader said. 
 
    The younger Ungloks looked at each other and pointed fingers as they repeated variations of the phrase “Human woman scream at you! Bad Unglok! No Tigi for you!" 
 
    Dixie saw spots in her vision and realized she was breathing so hard, she was about to come out of her blouse. Holding her handbag to her chest, she moved closer to a gap between two of the most distracted Ungloks. It irked her that she did not know how fast they could run. She never really paid attention to them except to make sure they stayed away from her girls in the Mother Lode. 
 
    She didn’t think they would hurt any of her girls, but understood from experience that once a brothel was labeled as catering to aliens, the human clientele boycotted the place. It didn't seem they were interested in her girls, but she watched them all the same. Now she wondered if they were more dangerous than she had assumed. 
 
    One of the Ungloks moved to cut off her escape. He looked angrier than the rest. 
 
    "Well, I'm afraid I don't know Tigi. And if I did, I would tell her you are all very rude," she said. 
 
    The older Unglok—their apparent leader—pointed at himself. “Ummak.” 
 
    "Forgive me if I don't shake hands," Dixie said. 
 
    “Tigi not girl. Tigi is muchly like whiskey. Whiskey with peaches," Ummak said. 
 
    “Oh gawd, peach whiskey? That has to be illegal," she said. 
 
    This agitated the Ungloks, but she knew what they wanted. She blushed at her own foolishness. Unable to keep from giggling, she spoke to the leader. "You want peaches? So you can make a drink called Tigi?” 
 
    The entire cluster of Ungloks nodded frantically. 
 
    "Well, then I'm your girl," she said. 
 
    The perimeter of Ungloks jumped back, waving their hands in denial of this statement. Ummak spoke the loudest. “No, no! Not our girl! Ummak no want girls! Only Tigi.” 
 
    Dixie laughed and took a moment to catch her breath. "I can sell you peaches. But not today. I am too upset from being accosted in the street.” 
 
    The Ungloks stared at her blankly. 
 
    "Never mind," she said. “Ummak, you may come to the Mother Lode and tell Pierre you would like a job sweeping the pantry. He will know what that means.” 
 
    “Ummak does not know what this means,” Ummak said. 
 
    "It means that I will talk to you then about peaches." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dixie waited until the Ungloks left, then went to check on her peaches. The greenhouse was in good order and she anticipated a decent harvest. She took a tram back to the Mother Lode, not wanting to repeat the incident with the Tigi-obsessed Ungloks. 
 
    Inside the saloon, human miners stamped their feet in rhythm with music from the digital piano and three of her girls who actually knew how to sing. The others were doing a line dance on the bar. Pierre stood at one end with his arms crossed, clearly not amused or healthy. His bloodshot eyes leaked, and his skin possessed an unhealthy pallor. 
 
    Dixie walked in, clapped her hands three times, and glared at the entire scene. Back in her prime, this would've silenced the room. She settled for a dramatic lessening in volume. Her girls looked at her, and she waved for them to take it down a notch. Pierre reached up to each of the bar-dancing girls and helped them down one at a time. 
 
    She wanted to circulate the room and chastise some of the troublemakers who were always trying to get too rowdy or too friendly with the patrons. Unfortunately, there was no time. She needed to talk to Shaunte. 
 
    Trotting up the stairs as quickly as she could while still taking them one at a time to appear more ladylike, she reached the main hallway to Shaunte's level. She started forward, intent on having her say with the Company Man. She wanted to know why she had not been told about something that was clearly valuable. If she had known Tigi was a thing, she might have developed a marketing plan for it and made considerably more profit with her harvests. 
 
    At the end of the hall, she pounded on Shaunte's door. The heavy imitation wood door swung open just enough for her to see inside. Her mouth formed a large “O” as she saw Shaunte’s secret. 
 
    The woman stood there, looking as perfect as always in her black dress with blonde hair cascading over her curves, with the door to the company safe open. She was in the process of closing it after what appeared to have been a long session of staring into emptiness. 
 
    The safe, which was large enough to hide a body, was completely empty. Dixie had been there during the previous Company Man's tenure. She'd been in this office and saw that safe stacked with all manner of valuable currency and priceless contracts. 
 
    Carefully, as slowly as she could manage, she backed away and went to her own room to contemplate her discovery. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER THREE: Boss Man 
 
    P. C. Dickles drove the push-dozer until his forearms, arms, and shoulders went to sleep from the vibrations. His back ached. Blisters grew on top of blisters between his toes.  
 
    He hadn’t been this content in weeks. 
 
    The blade was too heavy to move unassisted. A small but powerful motor helped propel the steel wedge—spewing exhaust fumes like rank stardust. There had been days when he pondered the details of the simple machine, especially the relative softness of the blade compared to some of the exotic ores he sought in this mine. Right now, despite the miserable exhaustion he was pushing himself toward, he could only focus on two things: the lack of exotic ore to dent and scrape the push-dozer blade, and rumors of an Unglok murder in Darklanding.  
 
     The push-dozer cracked rocks that couldn't be shoved aside, bits of debris flying into the air. His safety goggles deflected the spray of newly-made gravel. Dust coated his teeth and gums when he parted his lips to growl and curse his dilemma. Where were the exotics? Why was this dig empty? His mind filled with a hundred distractions. 
 
    Who would murder an Unglok? 
 
    Dickles had never heard of an Unglok murder. He'd seen them fight each other, of course, but in general, they pretended to be pacifists when humans were around to observe them. Or that was what he thought anyway. 
 
    The handgrips bucked, nearly slipping from his fingers. 
 
    He continued until the passageway widened. With his thumb, he flicked the off-switch and the motor chugged and choked its way toward silence. Dust settled as he stared straight ahead, allowing his breathing to normalize and his heart rate to slow. It wasn't good to be this angry. That was what his mother always told him. 
 
    Turning around, he walked back to his crew and told Jacob, one of his best foreman, to continue but to log the details of each new section they breached. "We’re down deeper than I would like to be. We may have to start going horizontal at some point.” 
 
    Jacob shook his head. 
 
    "I know what you're thinking," Dickles said. 
 
    "No use in going horizontal if we ain't hit nothing yet," Jacob said. 
 
    Dickles patted him on the shoulder as he walked toward the rest area that surrounded the lift. The amenities worked great, and the only thing that separated human crews from Unglok crews was about ten feet of empty space. The natives had been waiting for their turn, and were closest to the access shaft leading to the new dig site. He walked through them, picking up more of their conversation than he could have a year ago. He wasn’t trying to learn their language, but some of it just stuck with him. 
 
    He stopped dead in his tracks when someone in the center of the conversation said the word ‘murder.’ All they talked about lately was a murder in Darklanding. No one argued with him, but they all seemed nervous and unsure. Body language was important in their culture, which was why they always acted so reserved around humans. The natives always tried to hide their true intent from humans. He wasn't sure he blamed them. There were days he felt more like an invader than a blue-collar worker. 
 
    The Ungloks knew how to get around in the mines, and he respected them for that. If he was being perfectly honest, they understood him better than most humans. Mining was his calling, his passion, something more than a job. It was the only thing he was good at and all he wanted to do. So why did he have to deal with the other drama? 
 
    Sometimes, they would stare at him and politely back away. Maybe the leader of this group would approach him and try to distract him with requests about the day's assignment or some minor complaint. To his surprise, they completely ignored him. The pause had only been a second and he started moving again before it became an issue. 
 
    Now it was time to face his men. They were looking at him and already knew what he was going to say. So why did he have to say it? 
 
    "Not a damn thing, pardon my language." 
 
    The last part normally drew a laugh from them or some type of sarcastic comment about how miners talked. His best men, his hardest workers, the crew that had been with him the longest and survived more than one collapse, just stared at him. Everyone was tired and discouraged. What made the issue worse was the contrast of the extremely good fortune up until recently. He'd sent back reports to Shaunte promising some of the best yields they'd seen since opening the mines. 
 
    “Are we done yet?” Jerry Redman, his secondary foreman, asked. “Or do you want me to take a fresh crew up there since you’re done messing around?” 
 
    "Just give me a minute," Dickles snapped. He sat on a rock and looked around as he pulled off some of his gear. One of the men handed him a water bottle and he sipped greedily through the straw, wishing he had some way to clean his face. A bath or shower would be a luxury, but he would settle for one of the antibacterial towelettes SagCon issued as part of their normal kit. 
 
    He coughed up phlegm and spat it into a dark corner, then looked at Jacob. "Go ahead. Get up there and see what you can do. But not for too long. The Gloks need their chance.” 
 
    "They seem to think it's their turn," Jerry said. 
 
    "It is their turn, but I want you up there with Jacob’s boys right now. We've got to get something going here," Dickles said. He watched Jerry and four men walk past the Ungloks without one of the Ungwilook natives noticing them. 
 
    He shook his head and finished drinking his water. There was no reason to go topside to report to Shaunte that he hadn't found anything. There just wasn’t. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FOUR: Cold Storage 
 
    Thaddeus thought about the Unglok settlement and the body lying face-up in the sleeping area of the double-wide trailer that had been placed on top of a warren of storage cellars. Humans tended to die face-down, sheltering from threats real or imagined. 
 
    He'd seen a lot of bodies during his career. The Unglok had seemed peaceful by comparison. Dying in battle and dying in your bedroom were two different things. He wasn't quite sure how to investigate the incident. Mast had talked to the family and many people in the neighborhood. He’d been unable to get clear answers. Thad still didn't know if the death was natural, an accident, or something more nefarious. 
 
    No one had seen anything. No one believed Trankot had enemies that would want him dead. According to the locals, everything was just fine in the Unglok slum. Not even the family of Trankot could muster a decent witness statement. They’d all been in the kitchen, or the toilet, or the cellar. All day and all night apparently. Never needing to sleep and never asking Trankot if he wanted to stand assholes to elbows in the kitchen with the ten to fifteen family members and friends needed to cook one meal. 
 
    “You must have been a real jerk, Trankot,” Thad muttered as he walked. 
 
    His deputy had stayed in the Unglok neighborhood speaking to important members of the community. Transporting the body had occurred without fuss, which surprised Thad. He kept expecting there to be some sort of emotional outburst or argument between family members. For his part, he tried to be invisible, avoiding any possible insult to their customs or traditions. 
 
    Now he was standing next to a scrap of mangled pavement that should have been his headquarters. When he arrived at Darklanding, there had at least been part of a building. He had salvaged a chair on the first day he was here. Later, he’d had a temporary structure placed on one half of the lot, which had included a jail that he believed secure. Now it was just a bunch of tracks scraped into the asphalt where the blast-proof temporary building had been dragged away. 
 
    "I think this is a lost cause, Fry-man," he said. The words sounded strange and he wasn't sure if he was talking about his headquarters or his assignment in general. 
 
    He checked the coordinates of the cold storage facility on his tablet and followed them, hoping to catch up with the transport crew he'd hired. They were a mix of Ungloks and humans, necessary for moving between two cultures to collect the dead. None of them had been happy with the arrangement. Putting bodies in a freezer wasn't normally done on Darklanding, or so they said. 
 
    There was no reason to keep coming back to his nonexistent headquarters. It was merely on the way to the Mother Lode. Today, after the exhausting business with the Ungloks, he stared at the burnt, smashed vacant lot. A sense of deep inner fatigue and dread filled him, but an epiphany flashed into his mind and heart. He wasn't meant to be here. Darklanding had no use for the law. 
 
    His route to the Mother Lode took him through several groups of human and Unglok workers. They parted before him. The perverse satisfaction of being feared quickened his stride and he wasn't sure it was a good thing. Forget about it, Fry-man. Everyone's entitled to a bad day. 
 
    He crossed the tracks of a trolley without looking to see how close it was. The crowded transport loomed closer. It would miss him, probably. The conductor of the conveyance didn't agree with his assessment. He blared the horn repeatedly, and the Ungloks riding on the inside and outside of the trolley yelled and waved their hands excitedly. 
 
    Sheriff Thaddeus Fry, the most feared man in Darklanding, waved off their concerns without looking at them. 
 
    He stopped to look at his workout area and felt no desire to participate in strenuous physical activity. The collection of improvised fitness equipment he had collected since his arrival was impressive. In the beginning, there had been a few tractor tires. Now he had ropes, sleds, and the large handled weights that the Ungloks used to weigh and measure the goods they sold from their fields and the mines. He convinced a local metalsmith to forge a set of dumbbells that he hadn't tried yet. The last and simplest tool he had used since losing all his motivation was a heavy rucksack. 
 
    About a week ago, he had taken to long solitary road marches to the edge of the mesa and back. Mast had accompanied him the first time, probably assuming they were actually going somewhere. 
 
    He continued to the back of the Mother Lode and paused. There was no reason to hesitate. His time in Ground Forces had made him intimately familiar with death. Memories of Centauri Prime would never leave him, and that wasn't all bad. Despite the soul-wrenching misery of losing men and women he cared about, at least he could remember them. The worst thing would be to forget completely. He'd heard that the generals and the political elite who hired them had put the kibosh on a memorial satellite over Melborn. They had their own name for the campaign. They called it the CPF, the Centauri Prime Fiasco. 
 
    Thaddeus wasn't surprised. It probably seemed like a fiasco on paper. At the frontlines, it felt a lot more like a massacre. 
 
    He opened the back door to the Mother Lode and went down into the cellar where the backup freezer was located. To his surprise, it was stocked near to overflowing. "Not sure why Pierre calls it a backup if he uses it this much." 
 
    He pulled out his tablet radio and called Mast. “Fry to Mast, come in.” 
 
    “I am here, listening to you very muchly,” Mast said. 
 
    “How did Pierre take our cold storage arrangements?" 
 
    Silence. 
 
    "Mast?" 
 
    “We were not exactly able to contact him. He has been sick and not answering his calls,” Mast said. 
 
    Thaddeus groaned and looked at his feet, then raised his eyes to the door and shook his head. Lifting the tablet radio to his mouth, he attempted to keep frustration out of his voice.  "All right. Just remind me to tell him about the situation before he learns of it on his own." 
 
    "Yes, Sheriff. I will remind you." 
 
    At the bottom of a spiral staircase, a hallway entirely too narrow and short for an Unglok stretched into darkness. Only a small bead of LED lights down the middle of the ceiling showed the way.  He couldn't see his feet. Using a flashlight went against his training. Fighting at night was a specialty of Ground Forces. The moment he clicked the light on, he felt like a target. Some things he could see much better, but the shadows beyond the beam of light were impenetrable. 
 
     If he was following the instructions correctly, he would soon find the freezer door that would be unlocked. Why wouldn’t it be? This place was not supposed to be in use, or at least not commonly known to be in use. 
 
    And there it was. Unlocked. He pulled the handle and looked inside. Rows of tightly-packed supplies lined the shelves. He moved inside and shined his flashlight ahead of him. The first body he found was wrapped in a sheet near the end of the narrow room. It seemed like the place was just an extension of the hallway that led to it. 
 
    He kneeled, shining his flashlight first on the body covered with a tarp and then on several other bodies covered with tarps. He lifted his tablet and activated the radio function, but did not press the send button. There had been no mention of other bodies kept here in cold storage. 
 
    He might not be much of a homicide detective, but he knew about operational security. He knew when to use the radio and when not to broadcast that he’d found a pile of dead bodies. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thaddeus headed for the stairs, pausing briefly in the saloon to consider whether he wanted a drink. Pierre was still out of action, apparently. The young man he had covering for him looked tired and timid. Thaddeus wasn’t sure he trusted the kid to pour him whiskey. 
 
    Four or five of Dixie's girls converged on his vector as he crossed the main floor. He slowed down, but resolved to keep going. They were getting a lot more touchy-feely when Dixie wasn't there to shout at them. Not that she shouted. Not that often. But she always looked like she was shouting when she chastised them, smiling and reminding them of her rules. He made his apologies and disengaged from three of the Mother Lode’s most persistent hostesses. 
 
    An observer unfamiliar with the Mother Lode and the way things worked might think that he was running, but he didn't care. He took the steps two at a time. His legs felt fresh after several days without hitting the exercise yard. Maybe he had been overdoing it a bit. 
 
    Shaunte’s door was closed. He knocked and went inside. 
 
    She was wearing the black skirt-suit she had been favoring lately. He was sure it wasn't the same suit. She probably had ten of the unauthorized uniforms in her closet. She was a bit of a clothes horse, not that she would admit it. Her blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders, completely unbound except for when she pushed it up over her ears. She didn't even look up from her work. 
 
    He watched her for a moment, marveling at her physical grace and obvious mental fortitude despite the pressure of being the Company Man. She had great skin, he realized. 
 
    "What is it Thaddeus? I heard you coming up the stairs," she said. 
 
    "Don't bullshit a bull-shitter, Shaunte. There's no way you could've known it was me." 
 
    She looked up and steepled her fingers, planting her elbows on the desk. "Nobody else in Darklanding runs up the stairs, not two at a time." She hesitated for a moment. "Except for that man Dixie was involved with, but that was before your time. Never mind." 
 
    "If I didn't know better, I'd think you were trying to make me jealous or something. Dixie is not my type, Shaunte." 
 
    Shaunte laughed. "Oh, Thaddeus, you are so transparent. Dixie is everyone's type. Did you need something or do you just like interrupting me for no reason?" 
 
    Thad hoped she couldn't see the color he felt rising in his cheeks. "Actually, I did come on official business. I need to see investigation files of the previous sheriff. Everything he had." 
 
    Her blue eyes turned to ice. She didn't blink or look away. It almost seemed as though she stopped breathing. "I only want to say this once. The previous sheriff didn't keep records." 
 
    Why did I ever leave Ground Forces? Thaddeus knew his nightmares and flashbacks would remind him of his reasons for taking this assignment, but it seemed like life had been simpler when it only involved combat. As gorgeous as Shaunte Plastes was, he didn't like her much right now. "Is that because he was ordered not to or was he just a lazy dumbass who didn't know how to do his job?" 
 
    Shaunte held the silence, then stood. She smoothed her blouse and stepped to the corner of her desk without looking at him. It was as though he was no longer worth her time. When she finally directed her gaze his way, he realized why she was the Company Man of Darklanding. 
 
    "You can remove yourself from my office or you can turn in your resignation and remove yourself from Darklanding. Your choice," she said. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FIVE: Rolled 
 
    Thaddeus didn't want to drink in the saloon or work out in the exercise yard. He wanted to break something, maybe get in a fight. He reviewed his interview with Shaunte, then tried to remember his other meetings with her. What had been different? Why was she such a hard-ass all of a sudden? 
 
    He understood she was the Company Man and could never have gotten the position based solely on her looks. Those who didn’t know who her father was might have thought that was the case, but he doubted it. The Sagittarian Conglomerate only cared about results. At least this far out in the middle of nowhere. There was probably a greater density of political intrigue closer to the Melborn system. 
 
    She was in trouble. The corporate world was dangerous. He'd always known that. Yet he'd assumed her recent triumphs had earned her praise from SagCon and that she was set for life, if not at least the rest of her career. 
 
    Before the recent confrontation in her office, he'd been wounded that she hadn't come to him for help. Now she was all but threatening to have him sacked. Thaddeus had been thrown out of many offices in his life, a fact that he took pride in. He forced himself to put this one in perspective. This was his fault. She didn't need him to be her hero just because he wanted to ride to her rescue. 
 
    He was still dazed by the possibility of a coverup. What had been one murder investigation was now a freezer full of bodies and no documentation from the previous sheriff as to how they came to be there. They looked like they were waiting for a coroner to examine them, but maybe they were just dead—murdered by a corrupt sheriff or rubbed out by SagCon for reasons unknown. 
 
    Thad left the Mother Lode, strolling outside to try and clear his mind. 
 
    Dusk covered the prefabricated buildings of Darklanding with purple shadows. The faintest sliver of a sunset disappeared behind distant mountains, and the stars emerged as the celestial spectators they were. Space freighters continued their regular approaches to the landing pads on the east side of town and dipped out of sight, just beyond the skyline of two and three-story buildings in the security fence between the spaceport and the town that it served. Thaddeus couldn't see the vehicles when they landed. He only knew where the spaceport was by watching the progress of the ships. 
 
    He had seen a lot of commercial freighters since coming to Darklanding. Depending on the exotic ore that was being moved, the ships could be boringly uniform or incredibly diverse. Tipping his hat back and placing his hands on his hips, he watched the traffic and thought it was light tonight. He also knew from talking to Shaunte, or sometimes P. C. Dickles, that the items being carried into orbit for eventual deep space transport today had been pulled from the mines last month. That meant at least some of what was going up was from the cleanup of the train heist Stacy "White Skull" Rings had tried to pull off. 
 
    A lot has happened since you showed up, he thought. He dropped his hands and his long coat fell back into place to cover his blaster hanging on his right leg. The weather was pleasant, despite gusts of wind. Here amongst the buildings, it wasn't so bad. Out on the mesa or down in Transport Canyon, it was probably miserable. 
 
    "Shouldn't be out here by yourself," a voice said from behind him. 
 
    When Thaddeus turned, he made sure his movements were neither too slow nor too fast. He swept his eyes across the scene looking for ambush points. A green soldier might turn and immediately face the threat. He understood he had to do more than that. His effort paid off when he saw two figures lurking in the shadows to the right and left of his would-be advisor. 
 
    The men wouldn’t have snuck up on him if Maximus were there. He hadn’t seen the pig-dog since the tram ride to the Unglok neighborhood. 
 
    He stared at the man and let his hand fall near his blaster, sliding back his coat as the man talked. 
 
    "Are you deaf, Captain?" 
 
    Thaddeus paused. That was different. His friends called him by name and everyone else called him sheriff or lawman. 
 
    "You know I'm not," Thaddeus said as he adjusted his hat a bit lower. It wasn't needed, but the movement was subterfuge. He shifted his stance at the same time and positioned himself to better take on all three of his attackers. 
 
    That was when a fourth threat announced itself as it fired something big. Whomp! On top of a single-story warehouse that looked no different than any other single-story warehouse in the area, there was a harpoon cannon—or more specifically, a net cannon. He knew the sound as soon as it fired and tried to move out of the way. 
 
    The net struck him like a freight train, slamming him off his feet. His elbow hit the pavement and his arm went numb to his hand. He wasn't sure if he had pulled his weapon or not. What he did understand was that it wasn’t in his hand, which meant he had either dropped it or left it in the holster. All these thoughts happened instantaneously, as did the kicks and punches of his three assailants. 
 
    He struggled against the net and by the time he thought he was almost free of it, thoroughly covered with bone-deep bruises, the fourth attacker had climbed down and joined in. Thaddeus was sure he punched at least one of them in the mouth, reaching through the net when they least expected it for a dirty jab. He grabbed somebody's fingers and wrenched them, causing a howl of pain. Their wrath came down on him like the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.  
 
    Fighting hard did little more than spare a fragment of his pride. He knew what this was about. They could have killed him, but didn’t. This was a message sent by express thug mail. When they finally walked away, he was too battered and exhausted to even try standing up to pursue them. 
 
    He faded in and out of consciousness until he realized Maximus was sniffing his face. 
 
    “Hey, stop. I’m up,” Thad said. “Where the hell were you? I thought you had my back.” 
 
    The dog-thing snorted and rolled his eyes. Thad thought the beast looked sleepy. 
 
    “Have you been hibernating or something? Man, you’re getting fat.” 
 
    “Snort, snort, snort,” Maximus said. The sounds resembled profanity. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’m sorry. Just let me lie here a few minutes. Warn me if anyone comes to kick me while I’m down,” Thad said. He started to fade off when he realized Maximus was curled up next to him. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Deputy Sheriff Mast Jotham smiled and waved at the four men approaching him. No Unglok would hail them from this distance and he doubted a human would either—not in the darkness of this moonless night. Something about their approach made him want to engage them and learn their intentions before they came too near. 
 
    "Howdy, friend," the leader said. He was tall and lean, broad-shouldered and long-legged with a walk that reminded Mast of Sheriff Fry. “We’ve been looking for you since dusk.” 
 
    Mast stopped. He was one step farther than he needed to be if he wanted to escape down a side street. These men seemed pleasant and respectful, but he was often wrong about humans. "I do not think you mean howdy. I do not know what it means where you are from, but I muchly hope you are not using it as an Unglok word." 
 
    The men continued to walk, each of them staring at him intently. They smiled like it was a mean joke. Mast did not like this group. 
 
    The leader shrugged as he continued forward. "It's just a friendly greeting.” 
 
    “It does not sound friendly the way you say it,” Mast said, wanting to retreat but knowing Sheriff Fry would never allow these bullies to have their way. 
 
    The man’s expression hardened. His companions lost their smiles so thoroughly that Mast doubted he had seen them imitating pleasantries in the first place. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be out here by yourself,” the leader said. 
 
    All four sprinted forward, their long coats flaring behind them to reveal they were unarmed. Mast had expected them to have blasters hanging from their belts. He kicked the first one as hard as he could. He was not even a strong as a normal Unglok, but his legs were long and he put his weight behind the strike. His adversary hadn't expected the kick and crumpled backward. 
 
    The other three tackled him to the pavement. 
 
    Mast spread his feet against their weight and prepared to retreat or resist—several seconds too late. He was still thinking about how to stop from being tackled when he realized they already had him on the ground and were muchly fond of punching and kicking. 
 
    The leader, a hard-faced man who reminded him of the sheriff, stood over the melee, talking. No one seemed to hear what he was saying, so he yelled with a voice that filled the street. "I said don't kill him!" 
 
    "Why not, Victor? He's just a stupid Glok! He’s not the sheriff!” 
 
    Mast’s vision was occupied by a fist, then the body of one of his assailants pressed down on his face for what seemed like several minutes but was only seconds. He thought it would suffocate him. The three men continued to punch him and drive knees into his side as he twisted in a futile attempt to escape. 
 
    Unglok words of distress trilled from his mouth and he was ashamed. The sound of his panic frightened him more than these men did. Soon, there would be a neighborhood full of his people pulling these men away and holding them down until the sheriff could get there. 
 
    "Shut him up," the leader said, leaning forward with his hands on his knees so that he didn't have to yell quite so loud. 
 
    Mast hissed at him. 
 
    The leader drew back with a surprised and curious look on his face. He did not seem muchly worried. Mast could not see if his people were coming yet, but it was taking a very long time and they were not there. The next few moments were full of more strikes and him getting his face rubbed on the asphalt. Something popped or broke in his rib cage. One of the men twisted his knee and Mast wondered if he would be able to recover as well as the sheriff had after hurting his knee. 
 
    And then it was over. The men stood around him. There were no Ungloks on the street to help him. The human leader said, "You are a fool, Mast Jotham. Stop being a part of the problem. People die all the time. Let it be.” 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SIX: Suspicion 
 
    Shaunte Plastes, exhausted from an all-nighter that had turned into an all-day-er, pushed her hair back with her well-manicured fingers and exhaled. She stared out the window and realized she hadn't seen the sheriff or his deputy in the exercise yard for some time. Not that it mattered. She didn't care. Why would she care? 
 
    The view at night wasn't spectacular. Darklanding had been built on a grid in about a day and a half. The layout had changed since then as merchants, machinists, and locals moved the prefabricated SagCon buildings or constructed their own offenses to architectural style. What this meant for her current situation was that she could see streetlights and roof markers stretching out at right angles all the way to the massive fence that marked the border of the spaceport. 
 
    Her building was one of the tallest in the town. She could see the landing pads where the company parked their space freighters to be loaded. At the west end of town, there was a simple airstrip that was infrequently used, and beyond it, only the old dugout town that predated SagCon’s arrival. A few local craft went up from time to time, but mostly, it was misguided scientists and explorers with more bravery than sense that used the primitive airfield. It was marked with two rows of lights that designated the single runway. 
 
    Several men gathered just down the street from the Mother Lode. She didn't like the look of them, but it took her a moment to realize what was wrong. Nobody just stood outside and waited. Patrons of the saloon went inside to get their drink or their companionship as quickly as possible. 
 
    Four men approached them, and for one heartbeat, the leader looked like Thaddeus Fry. She snorted and laughed nervously. On closer examination, he was nothing like the sheriff. His face was too hard. She couldn't hear what he was saying, but she knew he was speaking harshly to the other man. The gang of thugs in newly-issued mining jumpsuits listened to his every word and did not interrupt. None of them slouched or scratched themselves as she suspected they would during this nocturnal encounter. 
 
    Shaunte went to the wet bar on the other side of the room and made herself a drink. She returned to the window and continued her spying. The four men, including the leader that carried himself like a military officer, walked away toward the Unglok neighborhood on the south end of Darklanding. 
 
    "Well, aren't you a strange bunch of ruffians?" Shaunte muttered. 
 
    Dixie stepped out of the saloon and paused to conceal her surprise at the presence of the men. She tipped back her chin and turned her face away from them, pointedly ignoring them as she marched off to wherever she was going this late at night. 
 
    Of course the strangers followed her. Why wouldn’t they? 
 
    Shaunte tossed the rest of the drink down and set the glass on her desk. She slipped on her comfortable shoes—still very stylish, of course—and hurried outside to follow Dixie and her new admirers. She had no idea why she was doing that, but she didn't stop to second-guess herself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dixie needed to know what Tigi was and how it was made. Unfortunately, she didn't know many Ungloks she trusted. It wasn't that she mistrusted them, it was just that she didn't talk to them much. She'd waited most of the afternoon and early evening for the sheriff's deputy, Mast Jotham, without result. The Unglok seemed discrete and spoke Galactic Common well enough to be understood. 
 
    The only other Unglok she had spoken with on a regular basis was the manager of the greenhouse district where she kept her secret project. It would be a painfully slow and probably pointless conversation. If she was lucky, she might find someone who knew what she needed. Pierre would be the best person to ask about liquor, human or otherwise, but he was still taking bedrest. Guilt flickered through her. She hadn’t gone to check on him since he fell ill. 
 
    The night seemed unusually dark and the wind was brisk. Goosebumps prickled her skin. She looked around nervously. Moments earlier, she had heard footsteps, but they were gone now. "Hello?" 
 
    She waited, watched, and listened. "I know you're there," she said, brushing her hair further back from her eyes. 
 
    Somewhere in the shadows, a man whistled. It wasn't the type of catcall she was used to. This sounded like something meant to scare children rather than flatter a woman. Barely a second later, there was another whistle from the opposite side of the street. She glared into the shadows of the alley but could not see anything. 
 
    "I…have a blaster. In my purse," she said. The lie felt weak. 
 
    Four men stepped into view, their hats pulled down low enough to hide their eyes. She dry-washed her hands and trembled at their obvious strength. These guys didn't look like miners, who worked hard but were underfed. She'd seen professional shock troops before and thought she was looking at four of them now. 
 
    The first one grabbed her and threw her to the ground, twisting her arm painfully on the way down. 
 
    "I'd stop that, if I were you," yelled the voice of Shaunte Plastes. 
 
    Dixie had never been so relieved to see the woman. She pushed off the ground with one hand, pulling her feet towards her so that she could stand up properly. One of the men shoved his boot against her chest to thrust her down onto her back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    "Do you know who I am!" Shaunte yelled. 
 
    "We know who you are," the leader said. He stared at her with his intense hazel eyes. Then he did something that surprised Shaunte. Slowly, as though savoring the moment, he started to laugh. He hooked his thumbs into his belt so that his arms pushed back his knee-length coat to reveal two drop holsters with blasters, one on each leg. "Are you going to try to pay us off?" 
 
    "Why is that so funny?" Shaunte said. She was starting to regret following Dixie. They had never been friends. She didn't want anything bad to happen to her, but was she willing to die for the Madam of the Mother Lode? 
 
    "Maybe I should rephrase myself. I know who you are. And I also know what you have been doing," the man said. 
 
    "I seriously doubt that," Shaunte said. 
 
    He laughed, glanced at his friends who had surrounded Dixie but were no longer striking her, and faced Shaunte once more. He shrugged slightly. "I think my accountant is better than yours. You've done some interesting things for SagCon on Darklanding. Not that I imagine they know your methods. Or approve of them. My question, Shaunte Plastes, is how long can you subsidize this operation from the allowance your daddy gives you?" 
 
    "You son of a bitch!" Shaunte yelled. "You don't know anything about SagCon and-or what we can do." 
 
    "Let's just get this over with," one of the other men said. 
 
    The leader held up his hand to silence the man, but did not look at him. He only had eyes for Shaunte. "The Sagittarian Conglomerate has all rights to Darklanding. But there's another economy that doesn't require contracts or the approval of governments." 
 
    Shaunte struggled for words and stared at him without moving. "You work for the Shadow Economy!" 
 
    She turned and ran. It was hard to say which of the men caught her, but he tackled her, rolled her onto her back, and straddled her. He slapped her face and tore at her clothes. Frantically, with the desperation of a woman who had vastly miscalculated her chances against these men, she dug into the side of her knee-high boots looking for the Peacemaker Mini her father had given her when she was assigned to Darklanding. The five-charge weapon should be more than enough to stop these men. 
 
    Dazed, unable to find the small weapon and pull it free, she stared at her assailants striding away from her. Time had passed. All she remembered was getting punched and slapped and being grateful they hadn’t done worse. Worse! It could have been so much worse. She tugged her clothing back into place, checked for the fourth time that she hadn’t been violated, and walked to her apartment to take a shower. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SEVEN: Scars and Tattoos 
 
    Thaddeus spat a glob of blood into the sink and then washed his face. The bathroom in his tiny apartment was already a mess, so he worked his wet hands through his hair and shook it out without feeling guilty. He would love to spend the money and take a shower, and maybe shave his head. Getting jumped and rolled like he was some rookie cop was bad enough. The only thing worse was how much everything cost in Darklanding. 
 
    He peeled down the top of his jumpsuit, stripped off his torn shirt, and walked toward the tiny shower. 
 
    “Come on, Fry-man. An extra shower ration is only a week’s pay. Live a little,” he said. Maybe just a cold shower, he thought. A bed in the room above him slammed against the floor over and over. Gina was having a busy night. 
 
    He sat on the foot locker at the end of his bed and massaged his forehead. He had been in plenty of fights since arriving in Darklanding. This was something different. He couldn’t stop thinking of them as the Four Horsemen. They had been soldiers, maybe still were soldiers, and they had been sending him a message. Maybe he should have asked them what they were trying to prove. 
 
    At the time, he'd been more worried about losing his teeth. He worked his tongue around the inside of his mouth to make sure none of them were missing. A few were loose, but he thought they'd hold. 
 
    The next time he saw these assholes, there was going to be a reckoning. Especially the leader. Thad didn’t like that guy’s attitude.  
 
    The door alert on his room chimed and a digital voice announced the arrival of Deputy Mast Jotham. 
 
    "Hold on," he yelled at the door. He rubbed half a bar of deodorant into his armpits, changed into a new jumpsuit, and pulled on his boots. When he opened the door, Mast looked like he'd been dragged behind a bus. One hand on the door, Thad gazed at his deputy. He kept emotion from his expression, knowing that it would seem like disapproval. "Four guys? Hard bastards who might have been soldiers?" 
 
    Mast held his gaze rather than nod as a human might have. He seemed both embarrassed and eager to make amends for his apparent failure. "Very muchly. I do not like them.” 
 
    Thaddeus laughed harshly, relief and frustration mixing into a new emotion he hadn't experienced before. This was just one more event he had shared with his deputy, sort of. He stepped back from the door and opened it wider. "Come on in. The washroom’s a mess. You might as well clean up in there." 
 
    The Unglok went straight to the sink and turned on the water. Each of his movements was careful and meticulous. Thaddeus watched him and believed his friend was trying not to spill a single drop of water onto the already messy sink and countertop. 
 
    "We can write up official reports later. Let's get to the important stuff right now. Could you identify these four men if you saw them again?" Thaddeus asked. 
 
    "Yes," Mast said. 
 
    "Good. When you're finished, I want to go back and look at the bodies the previous sheriff left me in cold storage," Thaddeus said. “These attacks tell me we’re involved in something more serious than one random murder.” 
 
    Mast dried himself with the towel and stepped back into the main room. "I think that would be a good idea. None of my attackers mentioned White Skull or the train heist. If they had been part of that YanYan’s crew, they would've said something. They would have muchly wanted to rub it in my faces.” 
 
    "Face, not faces," Thaddeus said, as he thought about Mast’s words. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thaddeus unlocked the door to the cellar and dialed the meager lighting up as high as it would go. Mast followed him into the narrow room and kept his head down to avoid bumping the low ceiling. "I hope they're still here. That would be just our luck.” 
 
    "And our luck would be muchly bad." Mast’s breath fogged the air as he spoke. He tucked his hands under his armpits to warm them. 
 
    Thad smiled at his deputy and his way with words. 
 
    "Let's see what our friends have to tell us." Thaddeus rolled one of the pallets into the center of the long room and stared at it. The plastic bag was nearly translucent. He could tell it was an Unglok by the length and the basic structure of the arms and legs. Carefully, he unzipped the bag and peeled it away to reveal the body. The smell was dank, slightly rotten, and old. 
 
    The first clue was obvious, but he needed confirmation. Pulling out his tablet, he flipped through the cluster of pictures he had taken at the recent crime scene. The tattoo between the victim’s thumb and forefinger was small but obviously matched the one on this corpse’s left cheek. 
 
    "I have never seen an Unglok put such markings on the face," Mast said. "This man must've kept to the shadows.” 
 
    Thaddeus looked at his partner. "Are you talking literally? Do you have some secret society of assassins on Ungwilook?” 
 
    Mast considered the questions for several moments. "I do not know this word ‘literally.’ Is it a good word? Should I be using it more often?” 
 
    "No!" Thaddeus said immediately. "It's possibly the most annoying word in my language." 
 
    “I must also double-check the meaning of annoying.” Mast paused. “This man must have kept to the shadows of society. Painted Ungloks cannot work without covering themselves in robes and wraps.” 
 
    “I have seen the robed and masked people in their own food market. Thought they were lepers or something,” Thad said. 
 
    “What is a leper?” 
 
    “Someone who has leprosy. It’s extremely rare. Books on ancient human civilization describe leper colonies where they were forced to live until it was learned they weren’t contagious,” Thad said as he pondered the Unglok corpse. 
 
    “My people thought humans were afflicted with a terrible disease when we first encountered them. Why so short? And, ah, so thick? Muchly strange humans are. And grotesque.” 
 
    Thad looked up at Mast, held his gaze, and finally rolled his eyes like Maximus might have done, except without farting and rolling in the dirt. He bent down to examine the Unglok’s fingers. “This dirt is almost blue.” 
 
    Mast bent over. “Muchly dark blue. He has been on a vision quest recently. I wonder if he has seen the ship.” 
 
    “What ship?” Thad winked as he complied with his deputy’s request to never mention the ship at the bottom of the vision quest shaft. 
 
    Mast stood up quickly and backed away from the body. He rubbed his hands together and started to pace toward the exit. “Ship? Who said anything about a ship? This man could not see such a thing. He is very dead.” 
 
    “Don’t hold back on me, Mast. We need a clue. Give me something.” 
 
    Mast doubled over in a coughing fit, rising with difficultly after several minutes. “No one gets murdered for doing a vision quest. I will speak with Lingviat and ask about this man. There is nothing more we can do with this clue that is not a clue.” 
 
    “I could go to wherever this ship is and look for evidence. This guy is probably a smuggler. The ship could be important.” 
 
    “It is not that kind of ship.” 
 
    “So there is a ship.” 
 
    “The ship is a hallucination people sometimes see on a vision quest.” 
 
    “Who is Lingviat?” Thad asked. 
 
    “A priest. He would be angry if I brought you to the vision quest chamber.” 
 
    “Chamber?” 
 
    “More of a tunnel to a vertical shaft. Not my favorite place. Can we please look for other clues? This can’t be the only one.” 
 
    They examined the other bodies in awkward silence. All of them had matching tattoos. None were marked on the face. 
 
    “I think this one with the face tattoo is different. He was either muchly angry at the world or had been sent on a suicide mission.” 
 
    “All right. Let’s write this up. It’s time to start keeping official reports. If my predecessor had done his job, ours would be a lot easier.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Thaddeus had been to Shaunte’s office many times, usually to have an argument. She had nearly thrown him off the planet the last time they spoke. From the cold expression on her face and her unflinching gaze, he didn't think much had changed since then. He stared at her and waited for her answer. 
 
    “Yes, I knew about the bodies in the morgue,” she said. 
 
    “It isn’t actually a morgue.” Thaddeus leaned back in his chair and crossed one foot over his knee. He still held his hat because he wasn’t sure how long he wanted to stay. Shaunte was very much in her Company Man role, which meant her answers would be lies if she answered at all. 
 
    She exhaled in frustration that Thaddeus didn’t think he had caused. “I gave Pierre a tax break for classifying his lowest cellar as a morgue. Cheaper than building a new facility.” 
 
    Half true, half lies, Thad thought. Why won’t she look me in the eye? “What are the bodies doing there? Who killed them?” 
 
    Shaunte opened her mouth to answer. 
 
    Thaddeus interrupted her. “Hearing the truth for once wouldn’t hurt my feelings.” 
 
    “They were ShadEcon enforcers. One of them came to my office making threats and I sent him away. He sent two others back an hour later. Your predecessor, Sheriff David Rings, was sitting right where you are now waiting for them. Those two are the only deaths I know anything about before you showed up,” she said. 
 
    "There are seven bodies, counting the one from the Unglok slum,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    "It isn't a slum.” 
 
    "Extremely poor neighborhood exploited by SagCon.” 
 
    Shaunte glared at him. 
 
    "I'll start easy. Because if you have been ordering murders after I arrived here, we have a problem. Did you put a hit on the first six Ungloks in Pierre’s basement?” 
 
    Shaunte clenched her teeth and breathed through her nose as she stared daggers at him. "I didn't order any hits. David was here for my protection. The ShadEcon thugs came in with weapons drawn. He cut them down and started an investigation. If the man was a murderer, he would have just disposed of the bodies.” 
 
    "He cut them down with his blaster," Thaddeus said dryly, never looking away. 
 
    “Did I stutter?” Shaunte asked. 
 
    Thaddeus shook his head. "So your hired gun just happened to be sitting here with his blaster out and ambushed them the moment they stepped through the doorway.” 
 
    "I'm done talking to you, Sheriff Fry. And before you forget the second part of your question, I haven't had anybody killed since you got here." She walked back to her seat behind her desk, still talking as she moved. "If I was going to order anybody taken out, I’m pretty sure I know who it would be right now, just based on the pure annoyance value of said individual.” 
 
    “That implies you ordered murders before I arrived.” 
 
    “So annoying. Why do I even need a sheriff?” 
 
    “To prevent murders and other forms of disorder that would ruin SagCon’s business ventures here. You understand that’s an impossible job if you are causing the death and disorder, right?” 
 
    “I am a business woman running a massive operation. I don’t have time to become a crime lord, and I resent your accusations to that effect.” 
 
    “Behold, the harder the questions get, the more the Company Man sounds like a lawyer.” 
 
    “I am a lawyer, Sheriff. Don’t forget it.” 
 
    Thad saw the bruise she had concealed with makeup around her left eye. 
 
    “Someone punched you!” Thad stood and paced angrily. “When were you going to tell me you were assaulted?” 
 
    “I’m not pro-Thaddeus Fry right now. You find fault with everything I do and actually believe I would order assassinations of natives. What the hell is wrong with you!” She stood up and clenched her fists. “Get out of my office! If I need you to protect me, I will call you. Your predecessor did a hell of a lot better job.” 
 
    Thad was so mad he couldn’t speak. Not at Shaunte, he didn’t think, but at someone. “The same people who attacked you…” 
 
    “Out!” she screamed with tears in her eyes, where before there had been only coldness and a hard resolve few soldiers could have matched. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Thaddeus left Shaunte’s office and went to his exercise yard to think. He sat on the edge of one of the giant tractor tires and stared at the side of the Mother Lode.  He didn't need to walk around to the back to know what the door to the cellar looked like. It was small and recessed, almost like it had been designed to conceal secrets. 
 
    The Four Horsemen had systematically attacked the Sheriff, Deputy, and the Company Man of Darklanding. His gut told him he was missing something, otherwise this felt like corporate terrorism. He worried about Dixie and Pierre for reasons he couldn’t articulate. They were not part of the Darklanding government and should be safe, but it bothered him they hadn’t been seen for a while. Pierre was sick, supposedly. Dixie was just AWOL. Probably off with Maximus somewhere. 
 
    He wasn’t sure why the dog’s absence bothered him so much. Did dog-things go on spirit quests too? He needed to lay down the law with the mutt. 
 
    And with the Company Man. 
 
    She was in rare form. No help coming from that quarter. 
 
    He didn't know what he expected of a SagCon executive like Shaunte Plastes. Her Father, Tiberius Plastes, was a legendary corporate raider. If he had been running Darklanding instead of his daughter, there would have been a bloodbath to put any and all black-market representatives in their places. Thad remembered hearing rumors that the crime boss of ShadEcon had been one of Tiberius's classmates in law school. 
 
    No corporate executive at the top of the food chain could survive without a top-tier education from both formal institutions and the school of hard knocks. For all Thaddeus knew, the Sagittarian Conglomerate had a standard operating procedure manual for conducting gang wars and assassinations. He just wasn't sure about the latest murder. Something wasn’t right. It had to be tied to the other bodies. 
 
    Transport ships descended from orbit and made their way to the spaceport. Humans and Ungloks marched to their jobs or road trams. Somewhere, several streets away by the sound, a local herdsman was moving animals to the slaughter. Street vendors wailed their singsong sales pitches loud enough for him to hear. The Mother Lode seemed quiet as a church by comparison. Neither Pierre nor Dixie were doing much business these days. He wondered if they were distracted or just going out of business. 
 
    A group of Unglok women in long, black mourning robes approached the semi-vacant lot. Thaddeus needed to clean the area up. The evidence of his last workout several days ago wasn't improving his fitness or maintaining the condition of his outdoor gym. 
 
    One of the older women in the group stepped forward. "Are you the sheriff?" 
 
    Thaddeus stared at her, shocked by the clarity of her words. 
 
    "Your deputy is not of high social station. His language skills are not his fault,” the woman said. “I am Kandor, mother of Chiklak and other children who bother me,” she said. Her tall form accentuated the willowy effect of the long robes covering her from chin to feet. 
 
    Unsure if she was joking about the last part, Thaddeus moved forward and tried to shake her hand as he smiled, but she didn’t smile. She stared at his hand like it was covered with sewage. 
 
    “It is proper for me to express thanks,” she said. “I am not required to touch you.” 
 
    Thad stepped back. “I haven’t found your husband’s killer.” 
 
    She made a shooing motion with her left, robe-covered hand. Thaddeus wasn’t sure what it meant. “Do you require the simpler speech of the uneducated?” She paused. “Trankot muchly bad. Wrongly in business and meanly with fists.” 
 
    “I apologize,” Thaddeus said. “No one told me you were coming today.” 
 
    “Why muchly tell you? Humans muchly hate Ungloks,” she said. 
 
    “You can talk normally. I said I was sorry about my surprise and any embarrassment is all mine. Please accept my apology. And humans don’t hate Ungloks,” he said. 
 
    She stared at him as her following of Unglok women, all of them younger than she was, went silent. “Trankot was bad and not as rich or powerful as he claimed. Saying a thing is so does not make it so. He was not killed during the robbery. His death was unnecessary but inevitable. I have done my duty. Muchly good-bye, Sheriff Thaddeus Fry.” 
 
    “Wait. I have questions.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and that at least appeared equivalent to the human gesture. "You are ugly, short, and thick. Your people have no respect for our culture or our planet. The negotiator said it would be for ten years, yet you continue to dig deeper mines. The worst Ungloks welcome your corruption. Trankot was one of these.” 
 
    "Did you kill him?" Thaddeus asked. 
 
    "No. It is forbidden. Not forbidden for him to kill me, however," she said. 
 
    "Taking you at your word, that narrows my suspect list. Was it ShadEcon or their rivals who killed your husband?” 
 
    "He was not a member in good standing.” 
 
    Thad made a skeptical face, twisting his head sideways as he shrugged. "That doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    "My name is Kandor, and I have no more words for you." She turned and walked away. The younger Unglok women followed her. 
 
    "The rest of your family could be in danger. Help me help you," Thaddeus said. 
 
    One of the younger women looked over her shoulder at him, eyes wide, but continued to follow the others. He thought about trying to talk to her, but decided it would be a bad idea in the current setting. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT: Stitches 
 
    Mast worked on the computer Thaddeus had given him until the sun came up. He learned many things about his people and discovered disturbing incidents of wealth being hidden among the poorest residents of Darklanding. None of it was finding its way back to their homes in the valleys and mountains beyond the influence of the human industrialists. 
 
    He thought it was sad, but nothing to get a man killed. 
 
    The new payment system lessened the amount of cash floating around, but not as much as Mast would have thought.  
 
    There were no police reports from the Unglok neighborhoods. Everything he found was in the form of banking notes, shipping receipts, and building permits. He wondered what his people did when they had a problem. Informing the authorities did not seem to be a popular option. 
 
    “What a strange thought, Mast Jotham,” he said to himself. "Why would they take their problems to a human?" 
 
    Computer search engines dominated his attention for the next hour as he learned to search the criminal database. If he had a name—or part of a name—he thought he could learn much about a human criminal. His imagination burned with ways to seek the identities of the four men who had attacked him and his friends. He scrolled though thousands of humans with ShadEcon tattoos visible in their booking videos. 
 
    “My search feels muchly hopeless.” 
 
    He left the small room of his apartment near the market and walked to the edge of the Unglok neighborhood. There were several small buildings that were not residences. One belonged to a man who practiced medicine. Twice a week, he came in from the country to attend to his people. They paid him in goodwill and the occasional gift. Some gifts were more useful than others. 
 
    He placed his hands on the door and leaned his head close to the imitation wood paneling of the SagCon structure. After a careful pause to suppress a cough, he knocked with his forehead three times. “Hanviat, it is Mast Jotham, apprentice and acolyte to Lingviat, your brother in knowledge. I have completed a spirit quest this cycle. The coughing illness persists and sometimes there is blood, as I mentioned during my previous visit. Several of the muchly well-stitched stitches have popped and need attention.” 
 
    It was a long time before the door opened. Hanviat, one of the shortest of his people he had ever seen, stared at him with sadness and caution in his eyes. "Did you bring these humans here to explain themselves while I treat your wounds?" 
 
    "No, Hanviat, I have not." 
 
    “I told you to bring them. They were wearing metal on their hands when they struck you and I need to know who created such a horrible weapon and why they didn’t just shoot you.” 
 
    “I do not know who they are,” Mast said. “They will not be using the metal knuckles next time, I think. Blasters next time. Surely.” 
 
    Privacy was never important to the medicine man. The structure contained a single room. The ceiling was as high as it could be. Mast suspected they had removed the insulation for more headroom. On one side of the room was a mat and several of the medicine man's tools and texts. On the other was a small crowd of people sitting very close together and waiting for his attention. 
 
    One was a woman he recognized. “Kandor, I am Mast Jotham. Anything I can do to help you after the death of your husband will be done.” 
 
    She seemed happier than when he last saw her, but tired. "You can do one thing for me, and one thing only.” 
 
    Mast waited for her demand. 
 
    "Tell your human sheriff to leave my family alone. Trankot is dead and will remain dead no matter who is to blame," she said. 
 
    Hanviat spoke quietly with Kandor and gave her several bandages and ointments. Mast saw her hands as they left her robes for a short moment. She had scarred knuckles and the slow-ache that plagued Ungloks who had recovered from many broken bones. 
 
    "I will not need so many. Thank you, Hanviat,” she said. “Nor will I need burn ointment.” When she left, most of the crowd went with her. 
 
    The medicine man turned to Mast. “You will need some new stitches. Then I can find something to ease your coughing." 
 
    Mast bowed his head and accepted the medicine man’s remedies and advice. 
 
    “You do not need another vision quest, no matter what Lingviat says,” Hanviat said. 
 
    Mast nodded in relief. He bowed again, backed away, and watched Hanviat treat an old man for sun exposure. Behind him, a soft voice caused him to turn around. 
 
    “I am Chiklak, daughter of Kandor and Trankot,” a young woman said. 
 
    Mast examined her. “My condolences for your loss.” 
 
    Tears formed at the edge of the Unglok girl’s eyes. “Everyone hated him but me.” 
 
    “Do you know who killed him?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I just wanted you to know he wasn’t evil. He protected me.” She twisted away and hurried through the door to catch up to her mother and sisters. 
 
    “Do not pursue her, Mast Jotham,” Hanviat said without looking up from his current patient. 
 
    Mast nodded, then stepped through the door, hoping the medicine man didn’t think he was disregarding his advice. 
 
    Am I disregarding his advice? 
 
    He watched the Unglok women stride past a tram stop. “They are muchly going to the market. Which is more human than Unglok. Muchly strange.” 
 
    He headed into the market to purchase his food for the week and maybe something to read. Several lots had been reserved for the market. The aroma of cooking food drifted from food carts. Vendors chanted the wonders of their wares from other carts, tables, and tents. Mast walked among them, seeing many good deals but buying nothing. 
 
    Chiklak seemed to know he was there, but the rest of the Unglok women ignored him completely. He waited for her to move away from her mother, then approached cautiously. 
 
    She picked up a piece of thorny rock fruit and spoke to him as she examined it. "I am flattered that you have followed me this far." She twisted the fruit and lifted it to examine the part that had been resting on the table. "I do truly desire to talk to you about what has happened. However, I must point out that you have someone following you." 
 
    Mast hesitated and looked around. She spoke so fluently that he wondered if he had forgotten his people’s language during his effort to learn Galactic Common. He felt like he was being terribly obvious. Chiklak, daughter of Kandor and Trankot, had the foresight to contrive a reason to be standing here in the middle of the market. He was just staring like an idiot. She was very young, but of a marriageable age. Slowly, as her words sunk in, he turned to spot a familiar Unglok child. He snorted in a manner that would not impress Chiklak. 
 
    "One moment, Chiklak, daughter of Kandor and Trankot. I must see to this juvenile," he said and moved quickly toward Andronik, the youth who had taken to following the sheriff around and pestering him with questions. 
 
    "You there, Andronik, what are you about? Why are you following me?” 
 
    Andronik attempted to slip away, but Mast snatched him by his dominant wrist as Thaddeus had taught him during their training sessions. He doubted the child had a weapon, but the sheriff insisted he practiced good habits when it came to fighting. "I have you. You mustn’t run.” 
 
    The young Unglok turned his face up and smiled slyly. "If I was gonna run, I wouldn't have let you see me. Do you think Chiklak is pretty? Would you like me to tell her that you think she is pretty?" 
 
     “Foolish YanYan boy. She is leaving now. Why do you waste my time?” Mast asked in his native tongue, holding the boy but staring after the women leaving the market more rapidly than he expected. 
 
    "Can you teach me to speak Galactic, like the humans use?" He twisted to break free and failed. "You're stronger than I thought you would be. I have watched you exercise with Sheriff Fry. He's more impressive than you are. Much stronger. And very fast. And when he does martial arts, it looks like he has actually been in a fight and knows what he is doing.” 
 
    "Unlike me," Mast said as he watched the women disappear down a sidestreet. 
 
    Andronik stomped on Mast’s foot and jumped away. 
 
    "Hey there, stop that!" Mast said. 
 
    "I know where they are going. We can follow them. You have to do what I say and try not to be so clumsy and obvious. You would be a terrible burglar," Andronik said. 
 
    "Thank you, I think. Why would you want to be a burglar? Are you a burglar? What would the sheriff think?" Mast asked. 
 
    The boy hurried toward a street that seemed to run adjacent to the one where Kandor and the women of her family had gone. "I would only steal from the rich.” 
 
    "Which is still against the law. You cannot penalize them because they are more fortunate than you are," Mast said, hurrying to keep up. 
 
    "This way," Andronik said as he ducked into a narrow alleyway. “That doesn’t seem fair.” 
 
    "Forget about fair.” 
 
    It seemed like they were running in circles, covering two or three times as much distance as was necessary, but eventually reemerged on a walkway between several buildings in the poor part of town. He looked down on Chiklak and her mother. "What if they look up and see us?” 
 
    "No one looks up,” Andronik said. 
 
    Kandor paused, held up one hand for everyone to stop, and then looked up. Each of the women followed her lead. 
 
    Mast flattened himself against the wall of the building that the walkway traveled around. Andronik hissed through his teeth. "You should never move when they look up. Movement draws the eyes.” 
 
    "You just told me no one ever looks up.” 
 
    Andronik gave him another sly smile. "I guess some people look up. I look up, so it makes sense other people might look up. This is just the first time I have seen it is all. Surprised me. I hope they didn't see you hopping about nervously.” 
 
    Kandor and the women paused for a long time, then began to move again. 
 
    "I wasn't hopping about," Mast said. "We need to follow them." 
 
    He did not like anything about this. It felt like an invasion of their privacy. Chiklak must surely know what he was doing and did not seem to mind. But how would he know for sure with her covered in her robes? 
 
    "You want to learn their secrets," Andronik said. 
 
    “Well, I have a good reason. It is a necessity," Mast said. 
 
    "I'm very good at learning secrets. No one pays attention to children. I can tell you where they are going and why.” 
 
    Mass stared at the child, completely forgetting to watch the women for several seconds. 
 
    "They're going to the Chok, what Sheriff Fry would call a ShadEcon meeting. We can go get him, but they always move the Chok. If you want to witness what they're saying, this is the only way.” 
 
    As much as it embarrassed him, Mast wanted to spy on their conversation. "What do you think they're going to say?” 
 
    "They are going to return some of the items that had been stolen from Trankot and Kandor. The four human mercenaries found the thieves and punished them.” 
 
    "Did these thieves kill Trankot?” 
 
    Andronik stared at him. "Why would they do that?” 
 
    "Perhaps he resisted. Someone killed him," Mast said. "I must learn who it is. It does not sound like this conversation they will have will help.” 
 
    "I think you still want to listen and watch," Andronik said. 
 
    "Take me to this Chok. I want to see what they say.” 
 
    The boy hurried along walkways and over rooftops until they were staring down into what seemed like a very secret and dangerous meeting. There were armed guards at all the alleyways leading to a large, circular water fountain without water. Ungloks sat around the circumference of the fountain as though it were a long, circular bench. 
 
    Mast watched and listened for a long time. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER NINE: Sweeping the Saloon 
 
    Thad stepped to the bar and rapped his knuckles twice upon it. “Barkeep.” He watched some of Dixie’s girls play cards on the sly as he waited. A small group of regulars stared into their drinks as though they had been working double shifts for weeks. 
 
    A young man wearing a service apron stepped up behind the bar, his manner quiet and sullen. 
 
    “What’s your name, kid?” 
 
    “Pierre.” 
 
    “Junior?” Thad asked. 
 
    “No relation.” 
 
    “You always this much fun?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    Thad tapped his fingers a few times as he studied the gloomy young man. “I'll take one whiskey, neat." 
 
    "It's not good for you," the young Pierre who wasn't related to the old Pierre said as he slid the drink across the bar. 
 
    "I think you're the worst bartender I've ever met.” 
 
    "Thank you for your honesty." 
 
    Thad sipped his drink and pretended he didn’t know how much it cost. "Can you at least look around a bit? Maybe break eye contact once in a while?” 
 
    The young Pierre turned back to cleaning glasses. Thaddeus pivoted so he could watch the tables and the small number of very quiet and well-behaved patrons. "This is surreal. I thought I wanted peace and quiet.” 
 
    An old Unglok ducked through the front door and stopped to look around. The moment was so awkward that Thaddeus felt bad for the old dude. He thought about going to see what he needed, but it felt a bit outside of his work parameter. Eventually, the oldster edged across the room and stood at the bar. Thaddeus listened with interest to the conversation that followed. 
 
    "I am Ummak. Where Pierre?" 
 
    The young Pierre put away the glass he was cleaning with the slow reverence of a priest at a Catholic mass and turned around. He stepped to the inside of the bar and placed both hands on it. What followed was an epic staring contest between the emotionless barkeep and the nervous Unglok. 
 
    "My name is Pierre. I work here. I'd rather be painting a mountain landscape." 
 
    This blew Ummak’s mind. Thaddeus had seen his friend Mast express Unglok confusion and it could be amusing. The quivering consternation that crossed this Unglok’s face was amazing. 
 
    "Why you paint mountains? I never see painted mountains. How much paint does it muchly take?" 
 
    A very genuine and understated smile broke the young Pierre's face. "I paint pictures of mountains. This job pays the bills, sort of.” 
 
    Thaddeus was pretty sure this didn't clarify anything for Ummak. 
 
    “Ummak want job. Want to sweep." 
 
    Pierre shook his head. "The floor is already clean. I sweep it three times a day myself.” 
 
    Ummak went onto his tiptoes and dropped back to his heels several times in an odd rhythm. He tried to say something in Galactic Common, became frustrated, then muttered a long string of Unglok words. 
 
    Pierre spread his hands in what he probably thought was the universal body language for “I can’t help you, friend.” 
 
    Ummak backed away from the bar, looked around, and then stepped forward to resume the conversation. He was breathing heavier than Thaddeus thought possible. Mast had never gulped so much air even after one of their workouts. And his deputy was not exactly a natural athlete. 
 
    Thaddeus stepped forward and placed one hand on Ummak’s shoulder. This wasn't exactly polite in their culture. His instinct told him to do it so he did. "Relax, buddy. Let me buy you a drink. There will be plenty of time for sweeping later.” 
 
    Ummak nodded almost violently and lowered himself onto one of the barstools. 
 
    "What do they even drink?" the young Pierre asked. 
 
    The Unglok looked up at the word ‘drink,’ but then down at his hands. 
 
    "Why don't you start with water or some fruit juice," Thaddeus said to Pierre. He sat quietly listening to his new friend mutter a mixture of Galactic and Ungwiloook. 
 
    “Ummak should no finance with ShadEcon.” 
 
    Thaddeus held his questions until he had listened to Ummak for a while. He wanted to ask about the Unglok’s shady loan but didn’t know enough of the language. 
 
    "Must pay. Must make the Tigi. Broken legs. Ummak can't muchly have broken legs." Ummak lowered his forehead to his hands on the bar and trembled head to toe. 
 
    Mast arrived without warning or fanfare. He almost seemed to be whistling, but the melody was atonal and random. He sat down at his usual barstool like a kid in a candy shop. 
 
    The young Pierre turned around and Mast’s expression fell. 
 
    Ummak arose from his misery and stared at Mast as though he had seen some kind of Ungwilook unicorn. A heartbeat later, he started rambling excitedly. Mast waved his hands in the local expression of denial. 
 
    "You like Tigi!” 
 
    “No Tigi for me! Mast Jotham has never had Tigi in Darklanding!” Mast said. 
 
    The Ungloks argued back and forth in their language for several minutes. 
 
    “Unmak smell Tigi from your pores. And smell bad sickness. Tigi not good for sickness.” 
 
    Mast protested with thick, consonant cluster-words and gesticulated as he spoke. 
 
    “What was all that about?” Thad asked. 
 
    “Ummak borrowed money to start an Unglok saloon. Watering hole, he said. His Ungwilook is nearly as bad as his Galactic Common. I think he may be senile. Muchly ignore him.” 
 
    “And what else? There was something about Dixie in that conversation. Is this guy part of the group that ambushed us and Shaunte?” 
 
    "No. Ummak and his friends have nothing to do with ShadEcon. They are just fools for borrowing money from bad people," Mast said. "He gathered his friends around Miss Dixie to ask about buying peaches to make a drink for his watering hole. He was muchly supposed to get a job sweeping from Pierre, who would then set up a secret meeting.” 
 
    Thaddeus burst out laughing, and it took him a moment to regain his composure. He explained the joke to Mast as he slid his empty glass to the young Pierre. 
 
    "The temporary bartender is also called Pierre," Thaddeus said. 
 
    Mast stared at him in confusion. "How can there be more than one Pierre? Is there more than one Thaddeus Fry?” 
 
    Thaddeus shook his head, sighing from a very satisfying laugh. "We recycle names. You'll get used to it.” 
 
    "I do not think that I will.” 
 
    Thad laughed again, wondering what Dixie thought about the locals asking her for her peaches. It felt good, even with all that had happened since he became the sheriff. "Can Ummak help us find Trankot’s killers or take us to the ShadEcon headquarters? He muttered something about taking out a ShadEcon loan,” Thad asked. 
 
    “No. And he will not admit that he has, but he is muchly lying,” Mast said. 
 
    Thad waved at Pierre until he walked closer. “Give Ummak a job and tell the real Pierre this old guy needs to talk to him about business. 
 
    Pierre shrugged like he didn’t care and wasn’t enthusiastic about much of anything.  “Okay. Whatever.”


 
   
  
 



 CHAPTER TEN: Primary Suspects 
 
    Mast took Thaddeus by the arm and drew him away from Ummak. “I have much to tell you. I went to have my stitches fixed. And while I was there, I saw Kandor and the women of her family. Don't judge me muchly, but I followed them into the market. Do you know what happened then? No, you would not know. Not yet. I ran into Andronik, who took me to a Chok, which is an Unglok meeting of local ShadEcon officers.” 
 
    Thaddeus wanted to interrupt for clarification, but his friend’s excitement was fun to watch, even if his narrative was a bit confusing. He held his questions for fear of disrupting his partner’s memory of events. There would be time for sorting details. 
 
    “Andronik led me along building walkways and over rooftops until we were able to spy on the Chok. It was very dangerous. I saw Kandor receive items that had been stolen from her. The ShadEcon officer said they tracked down the thieves and punished them," Mast said. 
 
    “Could you identify any of the Ungloks you saw at the secret meeting?” 
 
    “Yes, I believe I could. They were not special to look at. I have been searching the SagCon databases for their identities as you suggested.” 
 
    "I remember Andronik. He's that kid who brings water to the exercise yard sometimes.” 
 
    “Yes. That is the boy who wishes to be the Sheriff of Darklanding when he grows up,” Mast said. “Or maybe a burglar. He is too young to know his path.” 
 
    “We need to work on your reporting style, but good work," Thaddeus said. "So let's go over what we know now. Ungloks don't use banks and keep a lot of their material wealth hidden in their homes. Trankot and his family were victims of a robbery. Somehow, he was killed. Do we know if that occurred during the robbery? Did the thieves kill him or did someone from ShadEcon do it? I get the impression that he was an abusive husband and father, and no one liked him. It also seems, from something his wife said, that he wasn't as rich as he claimed to be and probably owed ShadEcon more money than he could pay back.” 
 
    “The ShadEcon officers did not return all of the family’s wealth, only about ten percent, which is still a considerable sum," Mast said. 
 
    "Sounds like they owed ninety percent," Thaddeus said. 
 
    "I heard them say she owed six hundred and ninety percent, but this may have been a joke or a threat. She has six daughters. In the formal version of our language, this might have meant that her daughters would be given to husbands that the ShadEcon officers chose.” 
 
    "Or sold into slavery. Maybe sent to work in a brothel?" 
 
    “That would be very rare in our culture.” Mast looked almost sick as he thought about it. 
 
    “Mast, what do you think of this place? The Mother Lode, I mean.” 
 
    "It is not an Unglok place.” 
 
    The conversation faltered. Thaddeus went back to reviewing the case in his head. "I need to talk to these ShadEcon officers.” 
 
    "That will be very difficult. They move the Chok often. Andronik claims he can find where they will be meeting next.” 
 
    "I always said he was a good kid," Thaddeus said. 
 
    "I do not muchly remember you saying that." 
 
    “Were there humans at the Chok?” 
 
    Mast nodded. “Only one. I searched for the four men who attacked me, but only saw one. He could have been in the group that attacked me. My memory of the incident has holes. Badly blurry.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The boy Andronik was sitting on the porch of the Mother Lode, flirting with three of the girls on their smoke break, when Thaddeus and Mast stepped out. 
 
    "You're so cute," a curly, blonde woman named Leslie Stargazer said. 
 
    "I am cute! You should take me home," Andronik said, slouching to appear shorter than the woman. He was as tall as any of the women here despite his age. "You have the most beautiful blonde hair in the entire galaxy." 
 
    She laughed. "What would I do with a little street rat Glok? But you are cute." 
 
    Thaddeus grabbed the kid by the collar and dragged him onto the street. "That's enough of that, Andronik. We've got work to do." 
 
    “Bye-bye, Adro!” Leslie and the other girls yelled as they waved and laughed. 
 
    "I was doing research, Sheriff. The only people in Darklanding who know more than I do are Dixie's girls," Andronik said. "Hey, I get it. Stop dragging me. We need to be stealthy." 
 
    Thaddeus let him go, then faced him with his hands on his hips. "I'm not worried about you or Dixie's girls. I'm worried about drunk miners getting the wrong idea about what you're up to at the saloon and pounding your face in.” 
 
    Andronik's eyes went wide. 
 
    "Yeah, that's right. You could get hurt poking around where you don't need to poke around." Thad considered what to say next. "You speak better Galactic Common than Mast does." 
 
    "But I try muchly harder," Mast said. 
 
    Thaddeus looked up and down the street. "I need to talk to a representative of ShadEcon. An officer or someone equally important." 
 
    "That will be difficult. No one has ever talked to the Unglok representative for ShadEcon. Not without an invitation." 
 
    Thaddeus smiled broadly. "I think you can take me to their hideout, wherever it is, and now would be a good time." 
 
    “Okay, Sheriff. But you have to deputize me,” Andronik said. 
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    “Says the movies. And I get a badge so if I shoot anyone, I don’t get hanged.” 
 
    “When this is done, I need to review your watch list for BS cowboy dramas. Don’t you go to school?” 
 
    “What is school?” Mast and Andronik asked simultaneously. 
 
    “A place to suffer. If you don’t want to suffer, kid, show me where the ShadEcon Chok is today.” 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN: ShadEcon 
 
    Andronik led Thaddeus and Mast through a warren of alleyways the sheriff hadn’t known existed. After the first dozen twists and turns, Thaddeus realized this was a settlement that had been here long before SagCon surveyors arrived. The buildings were made from local materials, bricks of various sizes and shapes as well as rocks held in place with red or tan mortar. The roofing of each building looked like chipped slate or something similar. 
 
    None of the streets were on a grid pattern but followed natural terrain…which tended to lead downward. He began to feel as though the town had been built into an ancient surface mine near the edge of the mesa. Whenever he could see past the closely-packed buildings, he attempted to confirm his theory. 
 
    "How did I not know about this place?" 
 
    Mast pointed at him. "You did not complete the SagCon orientation.” 
 
    "Nope. They pretty much just dumped me at the spaceport. I had to find my own way to the Mother Lode,” Thad said as he remembered the scene. Compared to all that had happened since then, it seemed like a fond memory. 
 
    Andronik led them to a tunnel covered with a large metal grate. "This is hard to move without making noise. This tunnel is where we need to go.” 
 
    "Just making sure you're still taking us to the Chok,” Thad said. 
 
    Andronik shook his head vigorously. "This is where they go before the Chok. The Chok changes every time, but they always meet here first. It is very dangerous now. You should deputize me and hand over my badge and gun." 
 
    Thaddeus ignored him. He wiggled the gate open and slipped through. The three of them waited until their eyes adjusted to the gloom. "I'll go first. At least until we come to an intersection or something." 
 
    The brick walls and ancient mortar made the place feel like a tomb rather than a drainage tunnel. He wasn't sure where rain runoff was supposed to go on a mesa this large, but he imagined it shooting out of the side in a great waterfall of city waste. He called Andronik forward at each intersection and counted how many times he turned left or right. Subterranean navigation was not his specialty. He knew how to do it and how dangerous it was. Neither Mast nor Andronik appeared to be worried about getting lost. 
 
    "This is it. They might be waiting for us. Mast is very noisy,” Andronik said. 
 
    Thad’s deputy didn't argue. 
 
    They stepped into a large junction of tunnels that felt like an old cathedral or underground mausoleum. Indirect light from ventilation shafts high above them stabbed down in hazy dust motes. Thaddeus looked at the crowd of Ungloks and smaller contingent of humans gathered in the hideout. 
 
    “I said I wanted to talk to a ShadEcon officer, not their entire gang,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    Thaddeus recognized the man who had fired the net cannon at him during his encounter with the mercs. Surprising, since he didn't remember seeing the man's face and wouldn't have observed him on the building top. At some point during their street fight, the short, stocky man had made an impression on him. Thaddeus recognized the second human in the group as the leader who had done all the talking. All four of the men stood near an Unglok who sat on a large chair resembling a throne. 
 
    "Mast, do you recognize those four men?” 
 
    "I do. I will not muchly forget them. My memory holes are full of their faces.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath as he reminded himself there was nothing to do about the situation other than continue, he put a hand on Andronik’s shoulder. "Stay back in the shadows of the tunnel. I may need you later." 
 
    "Okay, Sheriff.” 
 
    "Mast, let's go on down there and do our thing.” 
 
    "Our thing? I am wondering if it will be our last thing, whatever that may be. I am most discomfortable, Sheriff Thaddeus Fry." 
 
    Thad smiled. He took in the details of the room and did a rough count of armed individuals, while keeping most of his attention on the leader of the human foursome. The situation was dangerous and full of unknowns. The human mercenary who had called him ‘Captain’ was the biggest single threat he could see. A blaster hung from each of the man’s hips. 
 
    "If it makes you feel better, I do not think the Ungloks muchly like or trust the human soldiers of fortune,” Mast said. 
 
    “I'm sure you're right." Thaddeus took one last look at the man and decided he was a lean veteran who had probably seen about the same amount of action the Fry-man had. Reluctantly, he turned his attention to the Unglok on the oversized chair. 
 
    The Unglok wore bracelets up to his elbow of gold, silver, and other precious metals. His long shirt at first resembled a robe but parted to reveal flowing pants of a shimmering fabric. The shoes seemed like leather covered with gold and silver studs. His belt was so wide, it almost looked like a piece of armor. 
 
    “I am Askoak. In your crude galactic language, you would call me the boss,” the finely dressed Unglok said. 
 
    Thaddeus feigned confusion. "You have a very thick accent. Not that I'm criticizing how you speak our language. I mean…I can't speak yours at all.” 
 
    Mast whispered harshly, “You are getting better. Don't be so hard on yourself. You muchly must show confidence when speaking to an elder of Askoak’s status.” 
 
    Thaddeus ignored Mast. "I can't quite catch your name. Can you say it again?” 
 
    "I am Askoak, the Chok Master.” 
 
    Thaddeus shook his head in pretended frustration. He bungled the name several times. "Ass-coke, ass-cock, maybe I should just call you Ass Hat?” 
 
    Askoak stared at him. The crowd of Ungloks remained as silent as statues. The only sound in the room was water dripping in one of the nearby tunnels. 
 
    "That is fine. You can call me Ass Hat. It is a title of honor among your people, yes?" 
 
    “Sure. I recommend that you use it during all of your introductions to humans," Thaddeus said. 
 
    "Why are you stalling?" Mast whispered. 
 
    "Because there are a lot of bad guys in here and I don't know what we got ourselves into,” Thad said out of the corner of his mouth. He addressed Askoak. “My deputy and I are investigating a murder. We thought a pillar of the Unglok community such as yourself would want to assist us.” 
 
    "I am not responsible for the death of Trankot,” Askoak said. 
 
    "Well, that's good. I hadn't really got around to accusing you of anything. Thanks for getting straight to it." 
 
    A murmur rippled through the crowd. Thaddeus checked on the Four Horsemen. They hadn’t moved but looked ready. He’d seen military special operators stand like that, ready to kill or take a nap with equal ease. 
 
     “There are those among us who find human jokes amusing,” Askoak said. “I am not one of them.” 
 
    Thaddeus flinched. Maybe the Ass Hat prank was too much. “I am serious as a heart attack. This is a murder investigation. All evidence points to the involvement of ShadEcon.” 
 
    “ShadEcon? Now you are surely joking. That is a human company.” 
 
    Thaddeus gestured to the human enforcers. 
 
    Askoak flicked away the implication with his fingertips. “Enough. I will help you, but you must help me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything less from the Ungwilook Mafia,” Thad said. 
 
    Several Ungloks leaned close to Askoak to argue and gesticulate. Askoak listened, then ordered them to silence with harsh words in his language. He leaned forward as he chastised Thad. “What do you mean by mafia? The way you say it sounds like an insult. My advisors agree. Some of them say that Ass Hat is an insult.” 
 
    Thaddeus spread his hands and smiled. “It really just depends on your point of view. Let’s make a deal. I need to solve a crime. You need...a new tailor?” 
 
    “That is almost funny. These are the best robes money, real money, not SagCon credits, can buy. Fit for royalty or Tigi merchants,” Askoak said. “I will tell you who killed Trankot and deliver him to you if your deputy will reveal the secrets of his vision quest. You will forget my association with the human ShadEcon.” 
 
    “No deal,” Thad said immediately. He wasn’t going to sacrifice his friend’s privacy or poison his religion.  
 
    “Do you wish for me to answer?” Mast asked. 
 
    Thad stared at him and felt like a jerk. 
 
    “I must say no, but I also must find justice for Trankot—unpleasant as he was,” Mast said. “I only hope that knowing the truth does not hurt more people.” 
 
    Thad listened even as he realized the four mercs were edging toward the doorway. Their behavior wasn’t a clue or evidence that would hold much weight in a court of law. His attention, however, spiked through the subterranean Unglok roof. 
 
    “I can sweeten the pot, Mast Jotham. There are many families who are beholden to me. They have daughters who need their marriages arranged. I have money. Land. Even a rare bottle of Tigi from before the arrival of humans,” Askoak said. 
 
    Mast shook his head and spoke to the Unglok crime lord for several minutes in Ungwilook while Thad tried to figure out why the man was so interested in Mast’s spirit quest. Must not be the kind of mumbo jumbo vacation he’d thought it was. He knew better even as he imagined the ritual to be like going to a spa and meditating over local artifacts. Maybe climbing a mountain or something. 
 
    “I cannot speak of what I experienced,” Mast finally said. 
 
    “Then you must leave before I become angry,” Askoak said. 
 
    Thad, who had already been thinking the same thing, tipped his hat. “See you later, Ass Hat.” 
 
    “My name is Askoak! Show respect!” 
 
    Thad gave him the thumbs up as he guided Mast back into the tunnel they had used to find the place. “I hope giving him the thumbs up isn’t the final insult that gets us killed.” 
 
    “Unlikely. Children use the gesture to communicate the need to breastfeed,” Mast said. 
 
    “Good to know,” Thad said. 
 
    “Why would it be good to know? I truly do not understand humans.” Mast took the lead after grunting several words Thad did not understand at Andronik. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWELVE: Evade and Elude 
 
    Andronik bolted up the stairs like a jack rabbit, pausing to look back with light streaming in from the street. 
 
    “We are muchly almost there,” Mast said. “Then I will stop and sit down. Just...for...a little...bit.” 
 
    Thaddeus guarded their rear, looking down the stairs with one hand on his blaster. He worried about the four human mercenaries more than the Ungloks. Many of the locals had weapons. He guessed they would use humans to commit violence against humans. It was a smart way to go. Nothing was quite like a race war. He knew it didn’t take much to start one. Generations of movies, books, and other tall tales suggested that aliens would wipe out humanity for almost no reason. Mistrust of strange races on stranger planets was easy to fan into a flame. 
 
    “Askoak will send the Four Horsemen after me. They’ll take you two out as part of the deal, I imagine. Or they will send Unglok assassins to do that job,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “Are you giving us a pep talk? In your people’s literature, there is always speech to rally the troops against impossible odds,” Mast said. Andronik nodded in vigorous agreement. 
 
    “Not this time. We call this straight talk. Ungloks will be after us, but the humans will be the triggermen. Andronik, we need to get back in familiar territory,” Thaddeus said. 
 
    “Follow me,” Andronik said. He led them through several alleyways, then through a market full of merchants. Some of them closed in behind them to effectively block pursuit. “Thank you, thank you!” he shouted in Ungwilook. 
 
    “Through here,” Andronik said, leading them into an apartment building that had more rooms underground than above. 
 
    Thad felt as though they were heading the wrong direction until he started seeing temporary structures provided by SagCon. “We’re getting close.” 
 
    Ungloks and humans swarmed after them. Thad didn’t see the four mercs and suspected they were using the others to drive their quarry into a trap. He pulled his Unglok partners into a dark alley. “Andronik, how confident are you that you can outrun this hunting party if you didn’t have to wait for us?” 
 
    The boy laughed. “It would be easy, easy, easy.” 
 
    Thad pulled off his coat. “This will be a little big on you.” He jammed his hat onto Andronik’s head. 
 
    “I’ve never been so happy!” The boy bounced on his toes and jumped side to side like a boxer. 
 
    “The men following you, the four soldiers, are dangerous and will shoot to kill. Don’t play games with them, just evade and elude like your life depends on it,” Thad said. 
 
    “Why are you putting him muchly in danger?” Mast asked. 
 
    “Because we are setting an ambush for our ambushers. We need to catch one of them and make him talk.” 
 
    "You will know when I've made it to safety," Andronik said. 
 
    The young Unglok made his break like somebody who had run from the law before. He was subtle enough that most of the general pursuers missed him until it was too late. A few of the human enforcers and some of the faster Ungloks went after him. Thaddeus and Mast gave him a slight head start and then followed. 
 
    The gamble made Thaddeus sick to his stomach. It had seemed like such a good idea at the time. This was the point in any mission where self-doubt set in. He knew there was only one way to get through it, and that was to make it work. If he got the kid killed, he would never forgive himself, so he had to move fast and keep the kid safe. 
 
    "My legs are on fire," Mast said. 
 
    "I feel your pain," Thad said. 
 
    "You can't possibly," Mast grumbled. "Do you not have your own misery from this muchly longish adventure?" 
 
    "We're almost done. I see one of the Four Horsemen now." 
 
    "I do not know what a horse is. You must explain why you call them this when we are not running so muchly," Mast said. 
 
    Thaddeus didn't want to tangle with the entire group, so he waited until one was taking a shortcut to try and cut off Andronik's escape. To the man's credit, it would've worked if the Sheriff of Darklanding hadn't stepped out of a shadowy doorway and clotheslined him, sending up head over heels onto his back. 
 
    "You can make this hard or you can make it easy," Thaddeus said. 
 
    The man struggled to his feet. Thaddeus hit him with a right cross that sent him back onto the cheap pavement. He stood over the man, ready to continue the fight. "You have the right to remain silent and talk to a lawyer before you answer questions. You are under arrest for suspicion of murder and robbery. I will hold everything against you unless you give up the rest of your crew. Then maybe we can make a deal and none of your charges have to see a courtroom." 
 
    Mast stood in a fighting stance that was only slightly ridiculous. "I am pretty sure that is not the way we are supposed to do it." 
 
    "He knows his rights and he’s not going to talk. I can tell from when I hit him that his head is too hard to use common sense." 
 
    The mercenary pushed hands out and made eye contact with Thaddeus. "Can I move or are you going to punch me again for no reason?" He was the stocky man who had fired the net. 
 
    "You’re fine right where you are," Thaddeus said. "Who's your boss? He's the one I really want to talk to. You're just a soldier who didn’t really want to be part of a murder." 
 
    The subtle ruse neither impressed nor convinced the former soldier. He stared at Thaddeus with the expression that he’d seen dozens of times on malcontents in Ground Forces. 
 
    The man gave his name as Trent Human and his identification number. "Victor will find you. If you're not dead, you can ask him your questions." 
 
    "What are we going to do with this one?" Mast asked. 
 
    "I don't have a choice. He gets locked up until we round up his companions for interrogation." 
 
    "You don't have a jail, Sheriff," Trent Human said. 
 
    "You may not call it a jail, but once I put you there, you won't be leaving. My girls can handle you." Thaddeus took a moment to enjoy Trent's confusion. "I'm going to put you in the Mother Lode." 
 
    "I do not think this will muchly work," Mast said nervously. 
 
    "Can't be any less effective than the last jail." 
 
    Trent looked back and forth from Thaddeus to Mast and finally spoke. "You two are crazy and I'm not saying a thing until I get a lawyer." 
 
    As soon as he was done speaking, half the loudspeakers that normally announced shift change and safety warnings started to broadcast a popular Unglok song that Thaddeus had always ignored except to curse the incomprehensible words and melody. 
 
    "I think Andronik made it to safety. See there, Trent? Your friends can’t even catch one kid wearing my hat," Thaddeus said. “You’re going to give me names.” 
 
    “He is human, with human fingerprints and a genetic profile. From this, with the help of your online courses, we can have all their names, I think.” 
 
    Thad leaned close to Mast. “I still haven’t started the courses.” 
 
    “Well, I guessed that your password was CompanyManShaunte. You should study the material. Greatly good lessons, even for a lowly deputy.” 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN: The First Confession 
 
    "You can’t leave him here!” Shaunte said. 
 
    The saloon went silent just as the patrons had been starting to act like the rowdy crowd of good ole boys Thaddeus knew and mostly resented. Pierre shuffled slowly around the bar to intervene, his skin pale and his eyes hollow from whatever sickness had laid him low. The young Pierre, no relation, cleaned the same glass over and over with trancelike precision. Dixie watched the confrontation between Shaunte and Thaddeus as well. She was dressed for one of her mysterious walks into the Unglok neighborhood—a peculiar habit that had increased in frequency since Ummak started working at the Mother Lode. Her girls entertained several tables of men spending overtime checks and drinking more than normal. 
 
    “I am not leaving him here. Not right here. I’m going to lock him in a room and put guards on him.” Heat rushed to Thaddeus’s face. Smoke irritated his eyes. He wanted more than anything for the auto-piano to start up and everyone to go back to their own business. 
 
    “Place guards? What guards?” Shaunte asked, hands on her hips as she swept her eyes around the room. 
 
    Thaddeus looked at his boots, then met her gaze. “Dixie and her girls weren’t that busy when I came up with this idea. I didn’t have a lot of time once they started chasing Andronik.” 
 
    Shaunte laughed maniacally and without a trace of humor. “You…oh my God…you…” 
 
    “I’ll stay with the girls. I promise not to run away immediately,” Trent said, flexing his stocky shoulders against his restraints and puffing out his chest. 
 
    Leslie, the curly-haired blonde, and her two friends stood from the laps of their new best friends and marched across the room in a cacophony of clattering high heels and swishing can-can dresses. She grabbed Trent by the ear and yanked his head down at an awkward angle. “What did you do to Andro?” 
 
    “Leslie!” Dixie shouted. “That is enough.” Once she had halted the advance of the mutinous prostitutes, she stepped between Shaunte and Thaddeus. “Does this guy work for ShadEcon?” 
 
    Thad didn’t answer. 
 
    Ummak raised his hand shyly. Everyone looked at him. 
 
    “What is it, Ummak?” Dixie asked. 
 
    Ummak looked this way and that, clearly nervous to be the center of attention. “He is leg breaker. Muchly ShadEcon. Ummak will help watch him.” 
 
    “And you owe me two sick days. I can do what I want with my time until that runs out,” Leslie said. Several of the girls parroted her. The men in the saloon groaned in dismay. “We can watch him. The old Glok can help if he wants.” 
 
    Shaunte stomped her foot on the imitation wood floor. She held up one finger like she might stab Thad if he spoke, then took several deep, calming breaths. “This is the last prisoner you’re going to keep at the Mother Lode,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “Sure. I agree completely. Maybe this will expedite a new jail. How can I do my job without a detention facility…” 
 
    “I am under a lot of pressure, Thaddeus Fry,” Shaunte said through clenched teeth, hands on her hips now. 
 
    “…or a coroner, proper staffing, equipment, an office…” 
 
    “Stop. Just stop. Keep your prisoner wherever you want, just don’t lose this one and have another gun battle in my town.” 
 
    “I’m about to make arrests.” 
 
    “Good. Do your job.” 
 
    “And one more thing.” 
 
    Shaunte crossed her arms. 
 
    “Do you recognize this man?” 
 
    She pulled her gaze from Thad and turned slowly toward Trent, looking the man up and down with growing intensity. Murder burned in her eyes. “I recognize him. He’s one of the ones who attacked me.” 
 
    “I thought you might.” 
 
    Trent winked at Shaunte. 
 
    She took a step back as though struck. Thad pulled the man around and leaned close to whisper in his ear. “Don’t piss me off. You just crossed a line. I’m about to ruin your whole day, more than it was before. Understand me?” 
 
    Trent went pale. 
 
    Leslie faced the crowd of miners and put one hand on a hip. “Can one of you boys help me tie this asshole up?” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Mast led the way to Kandor’s double-wide home. The prefabricated neighborhood looked no different than it had during their first visit. Unglok kids ran all over the place, waving brightly-colored sticks and feathers the length of Thad’s forearm. 
 
    “What is that game they’re playing?” he asked. 
 
    “It is an old adventure story called Birds of Power.” 
 
    “Looks like cowboys and Indians or cops and robbers.” 
 
    Mast shrugged. “The children have too much time on their hands. They no longer work in the mines. We are muchly worried they will forget our traditions.” 
 
    “Your traditions involve child labor?” 
 
    “No, Thaddeus. You do not know our traditions. Children worked with their parents before SagCon came with strange rules. How else will they learn a trade?” 
 
    “They look happy.” 
 
    “Yes, they must be muchly happy. Someday, their generations will take care of my generation. I hope they do not make us play with feathers and sticks.” 
 
    Thaddeus laughed. “I’d like to see that.” 
 
    Mast frowned. “I thought you were my friend.” 
 
    “Relax, Deputy. I meant it in a good way.” 
 
    Mast stopped in the shabby dirt yard of Kandor’s home. “We are here.” 
 
    Kandor met them on the porch, stepping through the front door as they were climbing the stairs. Thaddeus saw her callused and scarred hands as she wiped them dry on an embroidered towel. The hooded robe she had worn for mourning was gone. Now she was dressed in the Unglok version of a jumpsuit. The fabric was faded but tough, and it conformed to her extremely lanky form far better than the SagCon versions. The gray-haired woman was beyond middle years for an Unglok, but as fit as any of the young women visible through the open front door. 
 
    Sunset colored the edges of the slate blue sky above the squat structure. Darklanding felt like the last world on the frontier of human expansion. There were mountains in the distance that touched Thad’s awareness when he wasn’t ready for their massive presence. It was a brief thing, a subconscious realization of where he was and how far away he and all the humans on Darklanding were from home. 
 
    "Do you have additional questions for me, Sheriff Fry?" she asked. 
 
    "I do. Is there someplace we can talk in private?" Thaddeus asked. 
 
    "I'm a busy woman. We can talk here or we can talk nowhere." 
 
    Mast leaned down to whisper in Thaddeus's ear. "She is earnest. How do you say, serious? Yes, she is muchly serious.” 
 
    Thad had already come to the same conclusion. He nodded and stepped forward. His deputy was a valuable resource when talking to Ungloks, but he felt like he was making a connection with the widow. He could feel her assessing him. She didn't like him or humans in general, but respected him for reasons he did not know. 
 
    He took off his hat. "I'm listening," he said in a slightly lower voice. 
 
    She wasn't as tall as a male Unglok, although many of their women were. With her steel-colored hair and hard eyes, she was a matriarch of obvious strength and influence. She made a small motion with her left hand and someone from inside shut the door. The act was a quiet compromise that he appreciated. 
 
    “Ask your questions,” she said. 
 
    "Do you know who killed Trankot?” 
 
    "I have my suspicions." 
 
    Thaddeus waited for more, knowing this was all he was going to get without a better question. Something told him not to go straight for a confession. And that was when he realized he had absolutely no experience in maintaining a conversation with an Unglok widow. "I don't know much about your family or your culture.” 
 
    "That is very obvious." 
 
    Not for the first time, Thaddeus noticed how much better her Galactic Common was than that of his deputy, who was an earnest student of the language. He made a mental note to remember that in the future when he needed a translator. He also wondered if it was because she was a woman or something else. 
 
    "My job is to keep people safe and maintain some type of order that allows SagCon to function with a profit margin that satisfies their board of directors," Thaddeus said. "It is what it is." 
 
    "You're not as stupid as I thought you were.” 
 
    "Thanks, I think." Thaddeus glanced over his shoulder at his partner, who was waiting anxiously. He waited for Mast to nod and took that as a sign he wasn't doing terribly. "Is your family in danger with Trankot gone?” 
 
    "No, and yes, and no," she said. 
 
    Thaddeus shook his head and made a face as he tried to decide what that meant. "Can you unpack that for me? I'm not sure what to do with that.” 
 
    "Unpack? What a strange human thing to say." She thought about for a while, seeming to spend most of her time deciding whether she trusted him. “Trankot did many things he thought would keep us safe. In his own way, he wanted to make us warriors like those in the ancient stories. Childish of him, it was. And painful. Trankot was strong and quick to anger, as am I. He played favorites, as do I.  He borrowed money, which I do not. There were times when his investments yielded ten times what he put into them. There were other times when his life was in danger for his failures.” 
 
    She’s talking, Thad. Keep your mouth shut, he thought. 
 
    “Humans will be the death of us. Trankot did not understand this or believe it. I know what it means to be subjugated. Our traditions will die. Our children will forget us. We will be moved to other parts of this planet or to other planets, as has happened throughout all of history. So let me answer your question now that you understand me better. My family is no longer in danger because I am in charge and I do not trust humans. My family remains in danger because my dead husband left us a legacy of his debts and other failures. My family is no longer in danger because you have seen the human thugs and will deal with them.” 
 
    "Did you kill your husband?" 
 
    “No, but I do not miss him.” 
 
    "Did an Unglok kill your husband?” 
 
    She held his gaze for several moments. "No.” 
 
    "Why did they kill him then? Was it during the robbery? Did he try to resist?" Thaddeus asked, immediately realizing he had asked too many questions at once. 
 
    "The robbery was humiliating. He did everything they said because they were Ungloks. The leader of the human mercenaries found the thieves, punished them, and came to demand payment from Trankot. He paid. The human called Victor is filled with hate for all things living. He came back after his men had left. When the violence was done, he said that he did it for fun.” 
 
    "Could you identify these humans if I showed you pictures?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    "Would you testify in a court of law?" 
 
    “Not in a human court, no.” 
 
    “You could have told me this the first time we were here,” Thad said. 
 
    “Why would I?” she asked. 
 
    “Fair enough. You don’t like me. That’s fine.” 
 
    The faintest hint of a smile appeared on her face and her eyes softened for two seconds. “Perhaps I could like you more than the rest of your stumpy race.” 
 
    He winked at her. “My mother always said I was a charmer.” 
 
    “No. I was wrong. I despise you more than the others because you think you are different.” 
 
    Chiklak stepped onto the porch and gave her mother a hug around her waist. "Do I have to marry Askoak now?” 
 
    Kandor accepted the hug, but did not look down at her. "That depends on whether the human sheriff can declaw the beast." 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN: The Real Mother Lode 
 
    P. C. Dickles stepped through the dust as his crew laughed and joked and slapped each other on the backs. He moved farther ahead than was allowed by safety regulations. The voices died down as the men watched him almost reverently. He went to the edge of the giant cavern they had discovered. The light on his helmet shone into blackness. There was no way to see all the details of the place, but precious stones and veins of ore twinkled on what had to be the walls and ceilings. It looked as strong as it was vast. He couldn't believe his eyes. This was another world far below the surface of Ungwilook. 
 
    "Good job, men. We need to shore up the arch supports in the tunnel leading here and start cleaning up. Let's get to it. Bring an extra crew forward. Use the Ungloks if you have to. They've been getting restless with us doing all the work," he said. 
 
    His crew laughed. 
 
    Normally, he would work with them, both supervising and getting his hands dirty. This was a different moment, a special discovery he would cherish until the day he died. For a man who had spent his entire life fascinated with underground exploration, this was a miracle to behold. 
 
    A crew of his men set up powerful generators and work lights. 
 
    P. C. Dickles stood staring at the underground vista like a man who had seen the face of God for the first time. 
 
    “What do you think, boss man?” Jerry asked. 
 
    Dickles shook off his reverie. “We need a survey crew. I’m not sure it’s safe in here.” 
 
    “It would have collapsed a long time ago if it was going to collapse.”  
 
    “Wrong, Jerry.” 
 
    “What do your famous instincts tell you, boss man?” 
 
    He barely heard Jerry speak. The moment was too grand, the discovery too dangerous, and words too trivial. 
 
    “Jerry. We need to be careful how we report this. Everyone on this dig must be on the same page. We aren’t going to ship everything at once. We’ll ration it out, send back a good load each day,” Dickles said. 
 
    “I get it. No exotics rush. If SagCon realizes how much exotic ore we’ve found, they replace us with the pet crews and career officers. I can get the men on board with your plan. Probably the Ungloks too. They never say jack or shit about much anyway,” Jerry said. 
 
    Dickles merely nodded without looking at the man. 
 
    "There’s always a lot of drama back in Darklanding anyway. No one pays attention to us.” 
 
    “They catch the Unglok murderer?” Dickles asked distractedly. Stars seemed to appear at the far end of the tunnel, reflections of gemstones, metals, and phosphorescent fungi he had only read about. 
 
    “Rumor mill says the Glok was hiding a bunch of money from ShadEcon or something,” Jerry said. “Are you listening?” 
 
    Dickles turned around, popping his knuckles without thinking about it. “Yeah, Jerimiah. I heard you. Figures we would have ShadEcon on Ungwilook. I’d always hoped this was a straight mining job without all the black-market price wars ruining everything.” He paused. “We are going to keep ShadEcon out of here. Keep them away from our discovery. Understand?” 
 
    Color drained from Jerry’s dirty face. “Yeah. That’d be bad if they knew about this.” He looked over his shoulder, turned back, and seemed to appreciate the grandeur of the larger scene for the first time. “No one calls me Jerimiah.” 
 
    “Sorry, Jerry. We’ve got work to do. Let’s get to it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dixie took over at the bar when Pierre went back to his room to rest. Pale, sweaty, and moving like every muscle in his body ached, he had been as useful as a screen door on a starship. 
 
    She hadn't done physical labor for a long time. The first hour was kind of fun. She hustled up and down the bar, mixing drinks as though she did it every day. More and more of the patrons sat on barstools and tried to chat her up as she slipped drinks this way and that. It was obvious from the beginning that the Mother Lode would be having a record night for drink sales. She wasn't sure how to feel about that. Pierre would be pestering her to bartend all the time if he found out. 
 
    But she couldn't resist. All eyes were on her regardless of which direction she was facing. 
 
    After a while, it became more work than she was interested in doing. She hung up her counter towel and put one hand on her hip. Several of the men whistled at her. She ignored them and talked to the young Pierre. "That's how you do it, sweetie. Talk to people. Have fun.” 
 
    "I'm not staying in Darklanding. This place is a dump.” 
 
    She gave him her favorite wide-eyed ‘don’t mess with me’ look and turned with a flourish that drew more whistles and catcalls from her new fans at the bar. "Well, you're not leaving tonight. These men are thirsty. I'm going upstairs to check on Pierre.” 
 
    She could feel the energy leaving the room as she climbed the stairs. Most of her new and very drunk friends were already shuffling toward the door or back to tables where they would grumble and complain about being worked to death by SagCon. She didn't have time for that. Pierre was sick as a dog. She had to check on him, but she also had an important meeting at the greenhouse. 
 
    She entered his room without knocking and found him lying in bed, sweating through the sheets. His thin mustache looked more pathetic than usual. She sat on the edge of the bed and pushed his hair back. "What the hell happened to you?" 
 
    "I tried some of that Unglok drink.” 
 
    "You drank Tigi?” 
 
    He turned his eyes to her and narrowed them as he considered her words. "You know what it is?” 
 
    She let out a big sigh and patted him on his chest. "I know they want to use peaches to make it. Apparently, they've been trying to make it with SagCon sugar packets, which aren't always sugar.” 
 
    "Well, whatever they do with it, I don't recommend serving it to humans. I only had a spoonful and that was at least a week ago. Time has been a little bit sketchy since then," Pierre said. "I bought some when we first opened the Mother Lode and kept it in storage. I figured I needed to learn what it was and how much to charge the Gloks. The problem I found out right away was that if I served it, there wouldn't be any room for human patrons in the saloon. I also figured out the supply is very inconsistent. Then I gave some to the deputy and it fixed him right up after he got back from his spirit quest.” 
 
    "I don't know what a spirt quest is. But I do know that the supply of Tigi may become much more reliable. I was contacted by a group of locals who claim they can make it. I don't know why they want the peaches but assume it's kind of like any other type of alcohol,” she said. 
 
    Pierre shook his head with his eyes closed. "Don't make the mistake of comparing it to alcohol.” 
 
    She smiled at him, realizing he was barely able to pay attention. "I'm going to get you into a bath and strip this bed. These sheets are soaked with sweat.” 
 
    He started rambling about how thankful he was and telling her he loved her and all kinds of other nonsense. She went from life-of-the-party bartender to nursemaid in a single evening. By the time she had him squared away, she was so tired and just wanted to go to bed, but her meeting with Ummak was too important to cancel. 
 
    She found the old Unglok waiting downstairs. He seemed nervous and a bit depressed. 
 
    “I'm sorry about the wait, Ummak. I had an important business meeting that is relevant to our current venture.” 
 
    Ummak looked up. He seemed to struggle to understand her words. "All is good now. I was waiting. Now I cannot wait.” 
 
    They took a nearly random route to the greenhouse. When they arrived, it was the middle of the night, or middle of the early morning to be more accurate. The greenhouses blazed like small suns in the middle of the city. Half of their agreement was done during their walk. 
 
    "What you say seems simple enough for me to understand in your language," Ummak said. “We pay for peaches, use them for Tigi, and give you a percentage of our profit when we sell the Tigi.” 
 
    Dixie gave him a tour of the produce and continued their discussion. "Don't forget the non-compete clause.” 
 
    This confused Ummak more than anything else. Most of their walk had been discussing the importance of this condition. "We will buy no other peaches or similar items from anyone else. Dixie is only one to sell peaches to us and profit twice from our labor.” 
 
    "That's right! See, that's not so hard," she said. 
 
    "But there is no one else to buy peaches from. Why would we need to promise not to buy peaches from no one?" 
 
    “The non-compete clause is a very important human tradition. Trust me.” 
 
    “Trust is important to Ungloks as well. We agree to contract. Ummak send men. Carry peaches for Tigi.” 
 
    “When they are ready. Not before.” 
 
    “Yes. Ummak will wait.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Shaunte reviewed the shipping report from the mines for a third time. The numbers were bad. If she didn't see improvement, her father was going to come to Darklanding and chastise her. Which would be easy, as much as she hated his disapproval, compared to what SagCon would do. Her career was over if she didn't make a breakthrough soon. She had negotiated off the books contracts with human and Unglok workers. She had padded the financial reports by infusing it with her own money. She was so broke now that she was thinking about selling some of her black-market clothing, which she knew came through the infamous ShadEcon. SagCon intelligence specialists claimed the local black-market was a poorly run local affair. They were probably working for ShadEcon, playing both sides of the field. 
 
    ShadEcon was to a local black market what a destroyer was to a pirated freight hauler. Even her father respected their cunning and power. She remembered him telling her not to ever get sideways with the Shadow Economy. 
 
    She heard a quiet knock on her door, so quiet that she wondered if it wasn't a rodent in the walls. Not that Darklanding was infested with such things. It was one of the few perks of this frontier town that she hadn’t been plagued with the local version of rats. She started typing her letter to SagCon, emphasizing the promising message from P. C. Dickles that they had found a decent dig site and would be back to regular production very soon. 
 
    The knock came again. 
 
    She stopped typing and turned in her chair so she could stare at the door. Several moments later, there was another soft knock. 
 
    "Come in," she said. Very few people were allowed to enter her apartment office. Most of those just knocked and walked in like they owned the place. 
 
    The door opened and she saw an Unglok child holding a hat in his hands as he stared at her nervously. “Company Man Shaunte? I have a message about the sheriff and his deputy.” 
 
    "Is it a message about them or is it from them?" 
 
    The boy moved inside a step and looked around nervously. "Well, Company Man Shaunte, I don't think they want me to tell you. So it isn't from them. So it must be about them. So do you want me to tell you or not?” 
 
    “You speak very good Galactic Common, the unnecessary repetition notwithstanding. Give me the message,” she said. 
 
    "They are going to confront the Four Horsemen. There won't really be four of them, because Dixie's girls have one tied up in their dressing room. Do you understand what I'm saying?" 
 
    Shaunte understood perfectly. Thaddeus was up to his old mischief again. “What is your name, boy?" 
 
    “Andronik.” 
 
    "Thank you, Andronik. You did the right thing by telling me. Now you will do the right thing by taking me to them before they get killed.” 
 
    "Are you calling the Marines from the spaceport?" 
 
    She opened a drawer to her desk and pulled out the Peacemaker Mini blaster from her father. It was a small weapon, but state-of-the-art and built specifically to fit in her hand. "There are no Marines. Just us. Let's go." 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN: A Woman’s Wrath 
 
    Lying prone on top of a building for most of the night, Thaddeus watched the warehouse that Andronik had pointed out. According to the boy, and his various sources, some of which Thad believed were Dixie's girls, this was the location of a major black-market shipment. No one had seen Victor or his other mercenaries at the location, but it made sense that Askoak would use his big guns to protect the large investment. 
 
    "I am looking and keeping my eyes open as you suggested," Mast said. "But I do not see the three remaining horsemen. Or horses. I've never seen horses. I do not understand this naming convention.” 
 
    Thaddeus shifted to one side. His toes were going numb from lying on his stomach. It was usually his neck that bothered him in this position, especially when it was held for a long period of time. Mast didn't seem to mind the uncomfortable surveillance routine. "The Four Horsemen is a reference to the apocalypse. ‘Then I saw when the Lamb broke one of the seven seals, and I heard one of the four living creatures saying as with a voice of thunder, “Come.” I looked, and behold, a white horse, and he who sat on it had a bow; and a crown was given to him, and he went out conquering and to conquer’,” Thad said. 
 
    “This clarifies nothing. I will take your word that the Four Horsemen is a terrifying name for a group of mercenaries,” Mast said. 
 
    The black-market goods arrived in the morning. With the truckloads of boxed freight came the guards. Every one was human. This didn't surprise Thaddeus. Ungloks might be able to hide stolen or diverted goods, but they would have difficulty moving them through SagCon checkpoints on this planet and they would never get them through customs. Non-humans were scrutinized at spaceports and on starships. Askoak had little choice but to employ humans. 
 
    "I think the ShadEcon chapter on Darklanding is controlled by Askoak and his Unglok warriors. He has people like Victor and his mercenaries to deal with humans. He's smart enough to know that Unglok-on-human violence would spark brutal reprisals. Bad for his business,” Thad said. 
 
    "Bad for Ungloks.” Mast shifted uncomfortably. "Can we get up now?” 
 
    Thaddeus looked through his binoculars to study the details of the security guards. Some wore uniforms, others didn't. After about thirty minutes, he saw what he was looking for. Victor stepped into one of the large bay doors and put his hands on his hips near his two blasters. His hat differed from the sheriff’s in both style and color. His was a faded green and had a band around it made from claws and shell casings.  
 
    “What can we do to draw him out? We cannot muchly get past the security guards.” 
 
    “The guards are soft, probably untrained men working a second job for some spending money. They have cheap jumpsuits and blasters with a couple of charges each, at least that’s what I’m guessing. But you’re right. We’ll wait for him to leave. Make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    Victor and his two remaining mercs toured the operation, gave orders to the chief security guard, and left. Thad and Mast followed at a distance. It seemed the mercenaries were heading back to Askoak’s stronghold. 
 
    “We need to grab Victor before they go much farther. We’ll cut them off before they reach the food market,” Thad said, not liking his options. “Keep following them. I am going to race ahead and get into position.” 
 
    “It will be three against two,” Mast said. 
 
    More like three against one point five, Thad thought. He kept his ungenerous but accurate thoughts to himself. “Nothing for it. If Sledge and Penny were here, this would be easy.” 
 
    “Yes. Muchly.” 
 
    Thad raced through alleys and cut across the scorched earth of the old jail. He crept to the corner of a building to check on Victor’s progress. The man and his two remaining gunslingers were moving much faster than anticipated. They had to be running part of the way, as though they understood this was a race. Thad didn’t like the idea. It distracted him from what he was going to do when he finally caught them. 
 
    Settling things with blaster fire was easier when facing relatively unskilled opponents. Outnumbered by a crew that seemed to have the same military background would place him at a disadvantage. Maybe he could talk them down, offer them a deal, but in his gut, he knew this was a false hope. 
 
    “Why are you doing this, Fry-man? You can’t win, not this time.” 
 
    No one answered him. 
 
    He burst onto Main Street just before the old Unglok neighborhood and faced his three opponents as they jogged toward him, looking back every three or four strides for pursuit. “I knew it! You bastards were running.” 
 
    They stopped. Victor moved ahead of the other two. His lean, weatherworn face was flushed with excitement. His love for conflict and risk shone in his eyes. “We meet again, Sheriff Fry. I admit I’ve been feeling neglected. You’ve been stomping around Darklanding for months and never paid me no mind.” 
 
    “You’re just not that special, Victor,” Thad said. 
 
    Victor laughed, then flipped back the safety catches on his holsters. His hands hovered above the weapons, fingers twitching every few seconds. “Are we going to do this, or do you have something clever planned?” 
 
    The other two mercs flanked Victor but remained slightly behind him. 
 
    Thunder rolled from behind the mercenaries as a blaster charge exploded against an antenna array on one of the nearby buildings. 
 
    Victor and his crew turned and ducked at the same time. Thad flinched as he stared at Shaunte holding the smallest pistol he’d ever seen. 
 
    “What’s the matter, boys? Haven’t you ever seen a Peacemaker fired?” Shaunte said, pointing the weapon toward the sky with her free hand on her hip.  
 
    “That’s not a Peacemaker. It’s so small and delicate…and polished,” Victor said, trying to make his voice higher pitched. 
 
    “Why thank you. A girl must retain a sense of style when punching a blaster hole through a man’s chest. Now, all of you, get down on the ground.” 
 
    Mast, just now catching up with Shaunte, yanked at his blaster until it came out of the holster. When he pointed it, his entire arm shook. “Do what she says. Are you okay, Sheriff?” 
 
    Victor started laughing first. His men joined him. 
 
    Thad moved while they were looking the other way. His precaution saved him when Victor spun without warning and fired a volley of shots at Thad’s previous location. Thad fired back, hoping he didn’t hit Shaunte and Mast. 
 
    "They are running!” Mast exclaimed. 
 
    “After them!” Shaunte shouted, hardly believing what she was saying. Part of her suspected a trick, but adrenaline coursed through her veins like a drug she’d never known existed. She wanted to get in a fight. These assholes had roughed her up and done the same to Dixie. For a time, she had thought they were going to do more than that. The fear of what might have happened kept her awake at night. Her only solace was working sixteen-hour days and falling asleep in total exhaustion each night. None of that mattered now. She was more alive than she’d ever been. She was going to get payback. 
 
    The two mercs ran into a dark warehouse. She followed them with Mast close behind her.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The shooting stopped once Shaunte and Mast disappeared into the warehouse following the two gunslinger mercs. Victor stepped into the street with his blasters holstered. Thad shrugged out of his long coat and moved to face him, his weapon secure on his leg. His heart pounded. He tried not to look at the door where Shaunte and his partner had disappeared. There was no time to worry about them. Victor would gun him down the moment he lost focus. 
 
    "You know you’re on the wrong side,” Victor said. 
 
    “Maybe. Maybe not. Last time I checked, SagCon built this place and not only has its own fleet, but a standing army,” Thad said. 
 
    “An army of mercenaries, just like the ones ShadEcon employs. I’ve worked for both sides. Trust me, you’re on the wrong team.” 
 
    Thad opened his mouth to argue and realized his mistake. Victor had continued to walk forward as he talked while Thad was standing flat-footed. 
 
    Victor ripped both blasters from their holsters. 
 
    Thad drew and sidestepped. He fired. The nearly invisible bolt of energy sliced between the two fired by Victor, hitting the man right below the belly button. It was a rough shot, rushed and fired by instinct rather than skill. 
 
    Victor laughed and groaned at the same time as he bent over, seemingly unable to lift either of his weapons. “You’re a real piece of work, Thaddeus Fry. I saw you fight through the tunnels of Centauri Prime. Should’ve known you’d get me like this. I knew. Screw me, I knew as soon as I saw you here.” 
 
    Thad holstered his weapon and took Victor’s blasters. The merc leader tried to hold onto them, but his grip was weak in both hands. He stumbled and fell to one knee, leaning awkwardly in a posture no one would maintain on purpose. 
 
    “You’re such a lucky bastard. Wow, this hurts!” 
 
    “I’ve got a med kit in my coat,” Thad said. 
 
    “Ha! You blew half my guts out my back. Can’t believe I’m still talking to you. I really hate you. Officers like you got men killed,” Victor said. He tried to stand and fell to both knees. 
 
    “You were an officer.” 
 
    “God help me, I was. This would have been a lot easier if your deputy would have just told us how to find the ship. You ask him about the dormant alien ship, Thaddeus Fry. You ask him after I die.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’ll do you much good.” 
 
    Victor looked up. “I thought you were going to get the med kit from your coat.” 
 
    “You killed people in my town. You attacked my friends, people I care about,” Thad said. “I’d still get the med kit if I thought it would do any good. It’s not my style to let a fellow soldier die, even if he’s a low-life scumbag who tried to kill me.” 
 
    Victor smiled with bloody lips. “Find that ship, Fry-man. It’s worth more than all the exotics on this planet. Find it first and get rid of it or this place will be the next Centauri Prime.” 
 
    “All I care about right now is finding a killer.” 
 
    Blood sprayed Thad’s boots when Victor laughed. “Yeah, I killed him. No reason.” 
 
    “You killed him during the robbery.” 
 
    Victor was on both knees now, forehead nearly touching the ground as he held his abdomen with both hands. “No. I went back. Didn’t like the way he looked at me. Too proud for a stupid Glok.” 
 
    “My best friend is an Unglok.” 
 
    “He’s your only friend, you asshole.” 
 
    “I’ll check you once more for weapons, then go for the medical kit. I’m not interested in getting shot in the back.” Thad pushed him onto his side, causing him to scream and curse. He found the merc’s backup blaster, a small five-shot thing he had been crawling his fingers toward. He zip-tied Victor’s hands. 
 
    “You…think…I’ll run for it?” Victor finished the sentence with a long, barely-audible exhalation. 
 
    Thad walked to his coat and put it on. The med kit in his pocket felt heavier than normal. He looked at Victor’s motionless form, then walked toward the warehouse where he’d last seen Shaunte, Mast, and the two gunmen. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The scene was not what Thaddeus had expected. Shaunte and Mast had the combined tactical skill of a single kid in kindergarten. Her Peacemaker Mini was a powerful weapon for its size. He even thought she could probably use it like a professional marksman, having access to all the best instructors in the galaxy and plenty of time and money to practice shooting. That meant nothing against two mercenaries who had served combat time in Ground Forces. Shooting wasn’t the same as shooting and moving during combat. 
 
    “They gave up,” Mast said. “I wanted to interrogate them separately like you told me you muchly learned from your online class, but they just started talking. Did Victor get away? They said he killed Trankot.” 
 
    “Yeah, Sheriff. We surrender. Take us to the Mother Lode,” said the merc with black hair and a scar across his left eye. 
 
    “What?” Thad asked. 
 
    “We’re prisoners. Take us to the Mother Lode.” 
 
    “We want to see these big-busted prison guards everyone is talking about and get our three hots and a cot,” said the other merc. 
 
    “I’m moving the jail out to Transport Canyon,” Thad said. “Victor’s dead. He couldn’t bear the guilt of his crimes.” 
 
    The ShadEcon mercenaries stopped laughing and stared at him with hard, remorseless eyes. He checked the binding cuffs Mast had put on them. “Don’t worry. I am going to have you extradited for about twenty-seven other crimes you are wanted for. My Unglok deputy found your real identities in the SagCon net computer and requested marshals to come pick the four of you up, well, three now.” 
 
    “You didn’t kill Victor. He can’t be killed by some frontier world burnout,” said the first merc. 
 
    Thad shrugged. “Don’t piss me off. I’ll turn you over to the Unglok authorities.” 
 
    Mast bounced on his toes in confusion. “There are no Unglok authorities for this kind of thing…oh, right, I see now…except for the Unglok Counsel of Muchly Painful Justice. It is best the humans are punished by humans. These YanYans would not like being slowly eaten by Motuks.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN: The Sheriff and his Deputy 
 
    Thaddeus and Mast went to a place called Samantha’s Bluff, which was a ledge on the southeast side of the Unglok settlement cut into the mesa. Normally, a bluff rose above a prairie landscape, having been eroded away by time and the elements. This structure was partly natural and partly a function of the Unglok town that could only be seen from Lingviat’s Canyon, a northern offshoot of Transport Canyon that few humans used. He’d only learned about the town when Andronik led him to the Unglok chapter of ShadEcon. None of the ancient community was visible from downtown Darklanding or the spaceport. He decided to do a flyover when he had time, if he could get clearance. 
 
    “I still can’t believe I didn’t know about the Unglok old town,” Thad said as he watched Ungloks and pack animals work their way up terraced streets and stairways. “Can you get to the bottom of the canyon from the town?” 
 
    “Very muchly. That is the way it has been for thousands of years. Our culture is very old. Andronik will be unpopular for a while. Ungloks are not supposed to bring humans into our traditional home on the mesa,” Mast said as he stared toward the mountains and the setting sun. 
 
    “I guess crime lords get a pass on their guest list,” Thad said. 
 
    Mast nodded. “The mighty make the righty.” 
 
    Thaddeus burst into laughter. Tears ran down his face by the time he was in control. “We need to talk about this alien ship.” 
 
    His friend didn’t answer for a long time. The two of them enjoyed the warmth of the sun as it glowed one last time on the jagged horizon. A cool breeze swept up from Lingviat’s Canyon. 
 
    “I cannot take you to the ship. I should not talk about it, but you are a friend like no Unglok has ever had.” He paused. “Every Unglok must go on at least three vision quests. We have nine dreams in our lifetime. Too many of my dreams have been consumed by this ship, if there really was a ship.” 
 
    Thad waited and listened to his friend. 
 
    “Lingviat chose the location of my second vision quest. I muchly had to climb into the planet. I went deeper than most, I think. At the bottom was only poison air and a spaceship covered with dust.” 
 
    “How could a ship get that far underground?” 
 
    Mast considered the question. “The shaft is muchly large and vertical. And ancient. Muchly ancient.” He paused again. “I am not sure I saw what I thought I saw. The deep air causes hallucinations. On my way back to the surface, there were creatures following me. Then they vanished. Only an illusion. Only my imagination and fear.” 
 
    “Askoak and his goons think there is a ship and they’re willing to kill to find it,” Thad said. 
 
    “Maybe it is an ancient artifact. Perhaps it holds secrets,” Mast said. 
 
    "It’s hard to believe SagCon missed something like that during their initial survey of the planet,” Thad said. “They even knew about this old town no one bothered to show me until our lives depended on it.” 
 
    “Ungwilook is a large and complex planet. You will never see all of it,” Mast said. 
 
    Stars appeared one by one. SagCon freighters swooped ponderously toward the spaceport landing pads as they did day and night. Lights flickered on the repaired railway across Transport Canyon, just barely visible from Thad’s observation point. In the unusually clear air, Thad could even see the electrical grid serving the mines on the sides of distant mountains. Human and Unglok workers took trolleys and trams to their nightshift jobs. Darklanding was as busy as ever, yet peaceful and almost quiet as heard from Samantha’s Bluff. 
 
    “Let’s head back. I’ll buy you a drink,” Thad said. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Pierre scanned the main room of the saloon before sliding Mast his drink. “Keep that on the down-low. Dixie says to try it and let her know how it is.” 
 
    Mast took a sip. “It is muchly perfect. The best Tigi this Unglok has tasted.” 
 
    “Smells weird. Like peppermint and cinnamon,” Thad said. 
 
    “I do not know these things,” Mast said as he took another sip. 
 
    “And cabbage.” Thad pointed at the bottles on the wall. “Whiskey, if you’re not too busy to pour me a neat double.” 
 
    Dixie made a spectacular entrance. Her dress was tight, perfectly tailored to match her personality and her curves, and new. She smiled. Every eye in the room turned to watch her like she was making a victory lap. 
 
    She slid onto the barstool next to Thad. 
 
    “What are you up to, Dixie? You look like the cat that ate the canary.” 
 
    “Why, whatever do you mean, Sheriff?” she said, batting her eyes. 
 
    Shaunte came down the stairs without theatrics. Thad’s breath caught in his throat. The sight of her made his legs feel weak. He’d never been more thankful for his barstool. Normally, he half-stood, half-leaned on it and was glad he sat facing the bar this time. 
 
    She might read something into his unblinking attention, but he didn’t care. He kept his head twisted toward her and watched her approach the bar with a tired smile. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    “I am, Thaddeus. You caught the bad guys and I finally balanced my spreadsheets,” Shaunte said. 
 
    “Oh! Let’s have a toast!” Dixie said. 
 
    “Ungloks also enjoy eating toast,” Mast said. 
 
    Thad lifted his glass. “To Darklanding. May all our troubles remain behind us.” 
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    The End of Episode 5. 
 
    Stay tuned, a Darklanding Episode will be published every 18 days. Look for Episode 6, SAGCON on March 16, 2018. Join our newsletter lists to be the first to know when each new episode drops and to get the special fan pricing of 99 cents on release day! 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading this story. 
If you liked it, please leave a review. 
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    Author Notes: Scott Moon 
 
    So this episode of Darklanding was a murder mystery. 
 
    Who might write such a tale? I’m certainly not a writer of murder mysteries. All my experience is in science fiction and fantasy, with a few forays into adventure thrillers. However, I've been on a murder scene or two. 
 
    Over twenty years in law enforcement would seem like pretty solid credentials for writing in this genre. Keeping in mind that it had to remain true to the initial premise of the story, which is a space opera western series. My non-writing career has been more than eventful. I've been part of specialty units and spent time as a detective. I served in a task force that caught a serial killer who’d been dormant for thirty years. I’ve been the first to arrive on murder scenes and I've been among the officers and detectives doing follow-up until we located suspects. 
 
    None of that made it any easier to write a murder mystery in a space opera western. 
 
    The fantastic thing about the Darklanding series is that it is episodic and not serial. There are characters and themes that link all the stories, but each is intended to be a standalone event. So, I thought I could do a slight genre mashup for one episode and get away with it. I hope you like it. Please let Craig and me know either way. As always, we value your thoughts more than anything. You are the reason we are writing Darklanding. 
 
    I have read murder mysteries and thrillers. Like Craig, I read a lot. I've even spoke with other writers and been on various blogs discussing how to write ministries, thrillers, and other genre bending mashups. 
 
    Here's how I approached Darklanding 5: An Unglok Murder. 
 
    1) I decided the story would have a murder that would need to be investigated. 
 
    2) I imagined the scene and populated it with characters and other small details. 
 
    3) I broke my rather naked outline into four parts as I do with most every story. If you follow writing blogs or are a student of the craft, you've probably heard about the three act structure. When I say four parts, it is merely because the middle part is longer and divided in half to keep it from getting dry. In the exact center of the middle half, at least during the planning phase, is some kind of turning point that hopefully grabs the reader's attention. 
 
    4) I resolved to thoroughly plan this murder mystery, knowing that plotting and pacing maters a lot in this genre. I then quickly started writing without finishing the outline because that's what I do. Oops. 
 
    5) I started to add elements that intrigued me, like each of our main characters getting roughed up by unknown assailants. I started imagining why the murder victim might be killed and how to make the answer more interesting and suspenseful. (Most murders are extremely straightforward. That is why many police departments have a higher clearance rate for murderers and they do for auto larcenies.) 
 
    6) I started hanging out with my characters and writing how they dealt with these new twists and turns, keeping notes as I went and keeping my eyes open for what was going on here. Who was committing these murders and why? What were the possible clues? 
 
    7) After a while, the characters do what they want to anyway. They are a rowdy bunch. 
 
    Thanks again, 
 
    Scott 
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    Written on 2/22/18 
 
    Look at you (if you’re reading this, I’m looking at you) and I’m thanking you for still reading!  
 
    If you’ve read any of my stuff, you know that this isn’t about me, but you. I want to make sure that you’ve had a great experience reading the latest episode of the Darklanding serials.  
 
    Scott is a lawman and in this episode, you get insight into how people feel when something like this happens, not a mafia hit, but violent men, using their strength and anger as a way to intimidate and control others. Law enforcement stands above the fray, even if it’s not popular, but because it’s right.  
 
    We live way the hell out here, but we’re blessed when it comes to electricity. We’re about ten miles outside Fairbanks, Alaska. When the city loses power, we usually still have it. Beyond us to the east and all the way south (about twenty miles) to North Pole, Alaska lost power. We still had it. Two years ago, we had a major ice storm and most people were without power for a week. We were only out for twelve hours.  
 
    I think we might be straddling two grids. Thank goodness for that because last week, I did my usual test run of our backup generator and I couldn’t get the big sumbitch started. I need a can of ether, I think to give that starter a little punch. I have the biggest garden tractor I could buy and put a 48” snowthrower on the front of it. That thing lays waste to the snow, and to the 110” v-belts that go from the drive wheel to the augur. I bought a replacement which worked but it wasn’t wide enough, popped off, and wrapped itself around the drive wheel. That took some doing to get off. I ordered a Kevlar stripped belt of the exact size and although it took the strength of Hercules to get on. The snowblower is working like a champ now. Just in time for a big snow dump. I’ll let you know I dominated the new snowfall.  
 
    To keep things in perspective, I have a $200 mower and $5000 in snow removal equipment… 
 
    No snow in Darklanding, though, only intrigue, action, and the flavor of the Wild West. 
 
    Peace, fellow humans 
 
    Craig 
 
      
 
    ***
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