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Chapter 1




Asonic boom echoed over the desert as the ship plummeted through the atmosphere. It screamed toward the ground in a blinding streak. Its engines reversed to break its fall and kicked up a cloud of dust over the landing site. 

Dust stung Sheriff Mace Davenport’s throat. He squinted through the glare and grimaced when he read the ship’s designation: Echo Omicron. Smugglers. He knew that ship and its crew. He didn’t relish going out there and facing them.

He pulled his sidearm and checked the ammunition cylinder. He hadn’t fired it since he checked it this morning, so of course the cylinder was still full. 

He holstered it and pulled his other gun to check it when a gruff voice yelled at him from behind. “Hey, porkchop! Where ya going?”

Davenport didn’t look up from his weapon. The ammo cylinder on his second gun had slipped slightly, but when he removed the cylinder, he didn’t find anything preventing it from slotting all the way onto the feed pin.

He shoved the cylinder onto the pin and snapped the gun closed. He holstered it and lifted Big Boris from its hook by the door. 

He grabbed his face mask to pull it over his nose and mouth when the voice came again. “Hey, porkchop! You goin’ somewhere?”

Davenport turned around. A grizzled drunk dangled off the bunk in the cell corner. His head and shoulders drooped halfway to the floor while his legs sprawled on the mattress. He didn’t move, but at least he was still breathing.

The other drunk gripped the jail bars with both hands. His lank, grey hair hung around jowls half-concealed by salt-and-pepper whiskers. Greasy, dust-crusted rags covered his hunched body. 

“Don’t you go running off now, Emmet,” Davenport told him. “I’ll be back in a minute and then we can play that game of checkers I promised you.”

“Checkers!” Emmet bellowed. “What the hell are you….? Hey! You can’t just leave us here! We have rights, you know!”

Davenport yanked down his mask and lowered his goggles over his eyes. He chuckled to himself striding across the desert toward the ship. Emmet wasn’t going anywhere and his partner Lenny probably didn’t even know where he was.

The wind stung every inch of him as Davenport marched across the hard-baked dirt. Sand and grit bit through his thick leather jacket and rawhide pants. It blasted through his face mask and scoured his goggle lenses.

The Ultra Meridian jail stood alone in a vast, sandblasted expanse of desert. The lonely building marked the spot where the Ultra Meridian line intersected the planet Provis’ fourth latitude line. No other sign gave any evidence that the spot meant anything—because it didn’t.

The Echo Omicron loomed over him. The engines reduced to half-power as he approached, but the wind didn’t let up. The sand made a hollow sound drumming the hull.

That sound belied the truth. The Echo Omicron definitely wasn’t empty. It wouldn’t land here if it was. Davenport knew enough about the ship’s crew to know they were bound to be carrying something contraband.

They wouldn’t stop here at all, let alone check in with the local sheriff, if they didn’t absolutely have to. They wouldn’t get past the Confederate Corps Reserve Wing if they left Ultra Meridian without Davenport’s clearance. The Reserve Wing would impound any ship traveling without clearance and pack its crew off to Terminus Anathema.

Davenport was the only authority for a thousand lightyears in any direction and he never shirked his responsibility. He didn’t troop all the way out to Ultra Meridian to let the smugglers and gang runners get away with their ill-gotten business.

The Echo Omicron’s rear gangway unlocked and lowered in front of him as he approached it. He climbed up it into the cargo hold and found two bizarre creatures waiting for him. 

The first stood at least four feet taller than Davenport. Curved horns stuck out of his knobbled skull and hooked tusks angled up from his jutting lower jaw. His small, sharp eyes flashed under heavy overhanging brows.

“Good to see you again, Dice.” Davenport nodded at the enormous weapon propped on the monster’s hip. The giant hand utterly swallowed the trigger grip. “Is that an XQ-75? You had a 62 the last time you came through here.”

Dice lowered the weapon so the huge barrel pointed directly into Davenport’s face. “It’s an 85. Take a good look before I blow your fat head off.”

Davenport didn’t blink. He kept his gaze locked on Dice’s gruesome features. “I’ll take a look after I confiscate it. The 85 is contraband outside the Confederacy…..but I guess you already knew that or you wouldn’t have bought the gun in the first place. Am I right?”

Dice glared at him and swiveled the gun barrel upward toward the ceiling. “Give us our stamp and get the hell off our ship.”

“Your ship? Hmm….” Davenport raised his eyebrows, rubbed his chin, and pretended to consider. “I seem to remember this ship landing here a few years ago. It had a completely different crew, a different internal combustion configuration, and even a different identity profile. What do you think about that?”

“I think maybe it was a different ship and the sun is frying your brain on this rock,” Dice boomed. “I think all that lard in your diet of laws and regulations probably addled your brain and you don’t know one ship from another. That’s what I think.”

Davenport laughed in his face. “That’s a good one, man. You want to hear what I think?”

“No,” Dice snapped. “Not really.”

“I think you and yours raided this ship, stole the cargo, and jettisoned the crew into space. You know….” Davenport glanced over his shoulder. 

He could see the Ultra Meridian jail through the open gangway. It sat alone in the middle of all that nothing. 

“I spend a lot of hours on this outpost with nothing to do,” he went on. “I might get bored and decide to look into the Echo Omicron’s movements over the last ten years or so…..but we won’t talk about that now. We’ll do your inspection and give you your stamp so you can get out of here.”

Dice bared his fangs, but he didn’t answer. He didn’t threaten Davenport again, either.

Davenport waited to make sure Dice didn’t pose any further danger to him. Then he turned to the other creature. 

It squatted on top of a stack of crates lashed to the cargo hold wall. Its large ears flopped almost to its chin. Long, jointed limbs angled from its shriveled, bony body. Its fingers and bare toes extended too far from its flapping appendages.

Wrinkled skin hung loose all over its naked body, but fortunately for Davenport’s long-term sanity, the creature had no visible orifices besides its gaping mouth, bulging eyes, and oversized ears. The rest of its lanky frame was smooth and perfectly innocent.

Davenport fished in his pocket and took out a small square parcel wrapped in oiled paper. He held it out to the creature. “Here you go, Beauty. This one is strawberry.”

The creature snatched the food out of his hand, unwrapped the paper with nimble, serpentine fingers, and crammed the square into his gaping mouth. 

He smacked his lips and slobbered down his chin while he chewed it up. Then his long, purple tongue slithered over his misshapen lips and his goggle eyes rolled in circles.

Beauty was just about the farthest thing from beautiful that Davenport had ever seen, but Davenport knew better than to alienate the creature. Beauty possessed skills, information, and talents only a fool would underestimate. 

Beauty’s closest friends and associates didn’t know the half of what he was capable of. Davenport learned a long time ago to stay on Beauty’s good side no matter what he might think of the rest of the Echo Omicron crew.

Davenport noticed Dice glaring at him again. Davenport cast an appraising glance around the cargo hold. Where was it? Where did they hide their illegal cargo this time? He’d busted them too many times for them to chance hiding it anywhere obvious.

They wouldn’t put it down here in the cargo hold . It would be somewhere else, somewhere they thought he wouldn’t find it. He would just have to prove them wrong—again.

Davenport made one last check on the two crewmembers—the only two crewmembers. He pushed past Dice and didn’t even try to avoid bumping into the giant creature.

Davenport strode to the bulkhead hatch on the back wall and entered the ship. Dice’s heavy footsteps and Beauty’s scuffling ones followed him, but Davenport didn’t turn around.

He made his way to the bridge and strolled right in without knocking. A tall, very beautiful woman stood up from where she was bending over the navigation station. Waist-length black hair swished down her back and flint-black eyes glistened in her delicate, ivory-white face.

A mischievous smile twitched the corners of her mouth when Davenport walked in. “You didn’t have to bring Big Boris for little old us, Davenport. I might think you were trying to flatter me.”

“I’ll flatter you for hiding whatever contraband you’re carrying where I can’t find it. Cut the small talk, Lyons, and let’s get your inspection over with so I can get you off my outpost.”

She burst into a huge grin. “Aw, Davenport! I thought you liked us visiting Ultra Meridian.”

“If you mean I like earning credits for laying successful charges against you, then yes, I do. When are you gonna learn to make your stops at other outposts and quit wasting my time? I thought you were smarter than that. You know you can’t pull anything over on me. You’d have better luck with a different sheriff.”

She laughed out loud. “Okay, now I know you’re flirting with me.”

He stuck out his hand. “Where’s your cargo manifest?”

She passed him a palm-sized chip. “It’s all there. Nothing is missing and you can see it’s all straight and above board.”

“Straight and above board,” Davenport repeated. “That must be pig Latin for ‘this cargo will get me forty years in Terminus Anathema’.”

“Terminus Anathema,” a hissing, raspy voice interrupted.

Davenport turned around to see Beauty climbing on top of the central processor workstation behind the main command podium. He squatted right on top of it and his long fingers danced over the controls while he shot Lyons and Davenport furtive glances with his unnatural eyes.

“Have you been to Terminus Anathema, Beauty?” Davenport asked. “Did you ever meet a prisoner there named Calyx Elkanon?”

Dice let out a thunderous bellow behind Davenport’s back. Davenport had to seriously control himself not to spin around and aim Big Boris at the monster.

“Don’t tell me,” Lyons complained. “You already bribed Beauty with food. You gave him another strawberry ChunkyTender and he told you all our secrets, didn’t he?”

Now it was Davenport’s turn to laugh. “I should have thought of that. Then I wouldn’t have to spend my morning going over this crate with a fine-toothed comb.”

“ChunkyTender,” Beauty breathed in rapture.

“Beauty didn’t tell the sheriff anything,” Dice rumbled. “Beauty’s our man. He doesn’t sing to nobody.”

“I bet he sings to you, doesn’t he, Dice?” Davenport asked over his shoulder. “I bet Beauty sings you real pretty bedtime lullabies to soothe you to sleep when your XQ-85 just doesn’t do it for you anymore. Tell me I’m wrong.”

Dice snarled low in his barrel chest and Lyons interrupted. “Can we get our stamp and get out of here? I wouldn’t want to keep you from your latest ham sandwich.”

Davenport laughed again and switched on the manifest chip. He scanned down the list of goods itemized there. He saw at a glance that the manifest was indeed totally straight and above board. What he was looking for wouldn’t be on it. 








  
  
Chapter 2




Davenport stopped in the middle of the  Echo Omicron’s crew quarters corridor. He glanced up and down it at a dozen doors standing open. “Where are Beauty’s quarters?”

“Beauty’s quarters!” Beauty barked. “Beauty’s quarters—no!”

“Beauty doesn’t have quarters,” Lyons told Davenport. “You’ve already taken this damn ship apart piece by piece. When are you going to believe we aren’t carrying anything illegal? We’re straight, Davenport. I’m telling you the truth.”

“You don’t know what the statements, ‘we’re straight’ and ‘I’m telling you the truth’ mean. Now tell me where Beauty sleeps. If he doesn’t have quarters, he must sleep somewhere. Now show me where it is. You won’t get your stamp until you do.”

“Kuniak warthog!” Dice bellowed from behind Lyons. “You’re stalling! You can’t find nothing so you’re pulling this shit out of your tired ass to slow us down.”

“I can slow you down even more by standing around arguing about it all day long. I’ll tell you what I’ll do. I promise you that, if I don’t find anything wherever it is that Beauty sleeps, I’ll give you your stamp and send you on your way with my blessing. Is it a deal?”

Dice and Lyons exchanged glances. Davenport watched their reactions down to the micron. This must be it. He’d searched everywhere else and hadn’t found one thing that wasn’t on the manifest. Even Dice’s XQ-85 was on the manifest.

“Show him, Beauty,” Lyons ordered. “Let’s get this over with and get him off our ship.”

“No!” Beauty glared up at Davenport with undisguised loathing. He crouched at Dice’s heel and crawled after the crew on their interminable inspection through the Echo Omicron’s many compartments, cabins, and storage cupboards. “I won’t show him!”

“Is this the thanks I get for giving you my strawberry ChunkyTender?” Davenport gave the creature a pained expression. “I’m hurt, Beauty. That was my lunch.”

Beauty turned his head aside and sulked. Davenport could look right down into the creature’s over-large ear canal. “Fine.”

Dice and Lyons led the way to the far end of the corridor. Lyons slid aside a panel to reveal a linen compartment set into the bulkhead. “Here. Beauty sleeps here.”

Davenport peered into the lightless space barely big enough for a single person. Shelves filled the closet to about three feet off the floor. Clean sheets, blankets, canisters of soap, and a few other innocuous supplies lined the shelves.

A pile of filthy, dirt-smudged blankets lay on the floor underneath. Years of overuse and neglect had compacted them into a thin board of threadbare fabric. A round, body-shaped depression in the middle gave mute testimony that some creature had in fact been sleeping here for a long, long time. 

“Mine!” Beauty snarled. “You keep out.”

Davenport didn’t reply. He squatted down and his scalp prickled when he examined the small, crude bed. This had to be it. Whatever the crew was smuggling must be here. He’d already checked the whole rest of the ship. He didn’t believe for a split second that the Echo Omicron crew suddenly decided to turn straight and above board.

He shifted Big Boris to his left hand and stretched out his right to move the blankets. Lightning quick, Beauty shot forward and seized Davenport’s wrist. He jerked Davenport’s arm back with unbelievable strength. “No! You don’t touch my place.”

Davenport froze. He didn’t try to take his arm away. Fighting Beauty would earn him a broken arm and maybe even an amputated one. Beauty might go berserk if Davenport played this wrong.

“Let him search it, Beauty,” Lyons told the creature. “As soon as he sees that this imaginary contraband isn’t in your bed, he’ll give us our stamp and we never have to see his ugly face again.”

Not until next time, at least. Davenport remained perfectly still. He didn’t even look up. “If you let go, I’ll give you another ChunkyTender—a peach one this time.”

Beauty let out a low, menacing hiss and unwound his fleshless fingers from Davenport’s wrist. Nice and easy, Davenport eased his hand to his back pants pocket. 

He took out his last, most treasured possession—his last peach ChunkyTender. He always carried the other flavors for those moments when he needed to ease his hunger or for bribing easily satisfied species like Beauty’s.

He kept the peach ones for himself. Most people did. They were too rare and too delicious to waste on everyday fare.

He handed it over. He felt not a tinge of regret when Beauty snatched it from him and wolfed the whole thing. If one peach ChunkyTender earned Davenport whatever the Echo Omicron was hiding, the trade would be worth it.

Lyons pulled Beauty away and Davenport heard the creature slurping in the background. Now Davenport could do his work in peace. He picked up the dirty blankets pulled them out of the closet. 

Dust and a powerful stench of rot billowed from them. He pushed them away to reveal a perfectly smooth metal floor. Not a single seam, rivet, or connection interrupted the flawless plate.

He bent down and ran his hand over it searching for the tiniest sign. It had to be here. He couldn’t believe they might have fooled him.

“You see?” Lyons told him. “There’s nothing here, Davenport. When are you going to believe us?”

“You said this would be your last stop,” Dice growled. “Give us our stamp like you promised.”

He didn’t have to turn around to see the three of them standing behind him. He didn’t even need to see their expressions to know they were lying. They had to be.

He slid his palm to the left wall and felt along the edge to the corner. He examined every inch of the floor. It was solid, smooth, and secure. It looked exactly the way it should look if it had never been tampered with.

“Give it up, Davenport,” Lyons told him. “We’re finished here.”

He wasn’t finished by a long way. He pivoted his weight forward and pressed down on the floor. Sure enough, it clicked downward, locked, and then popped up. It didn’t show any extra space around the edges, but that click was enough. It told Davenport everything he needed to know.

He prodded the plate’s edges with his fingers and the righthand side swiveled upward toward him. He moved it out of the way to reveal a tiny hollow underneath Beauty’s bed.

Another sheet of solid metal plate rested right under the first except this one had a two-inch slot carved in the middle of it. A thin steel cartridge lay tucked it into this slot. Beads of dew clung to its shiny sides. It hardly looked bigger than an ammo cylinder in one of Davenport’s sidearms.

He hooked his fingernail around the cartridge and lifted it out. A tiny label on the side read, Ithium: Highly Toxic. Hazardous Materials.

“Shit!” Dice whispered.

Davenport stood up and slipped the cartridge into his vest pocket. He pushed past Lyons, Dice, and Beauty and set off down the corridor without a word.

The three smugglers raced after him all talking at once. “What are you gonna do, Davenport?” Lyons asked. “Are you going report us to the Confederate Corps? We weren’t at fault. We were only carrying it for a client.”

“What do we have to do to get our stamp?” Dice asked. “How much do you want? Name your price.”

Beauty hopped up and down around Davenport’s legs trying to grab him. “You give that back! That isn’t yours.”

Davenport didn’t answer any of them. He marched straight to the bridge and stopped next to the central processor workstation. “What do you think you’re doing?” Lyon’s voice spiked a register higher. “Hey! What are you doing? You can’t do that! Davenport!”

He popped open the circuitry access partition under the workstation and his gaze skipped over racks and racks of circuits lined up there. He pushed some wires out of the way and snapped a regulator drum off one of the circuit chips.

Beauty charged him, screeching, “No!”

Davenport dropped Big Boris in a heartbeat and shot out his other hand. He hooked the webbing of his thumb and forefinger around Beauty’s neck. Davenport held the creature at arm’s length while Beauty spat and seethed and raged at the end of his arm.

Just as fast, Dice grabbed Beauty by one arm and hauled him away from Davenport. He wrestled Beauty back while Davenport picked up Big Boris and got to his feet. 

He faced the crew with the drum in one hand and Big Boris in the other. “I’m officially grounding the Echo Omicron and confiscating your stability gyroscope so you can’t launch. You three aren’t going anywhere until I report this to the Reserve Wing. As soon as they get here, they’ll take you into custody, impound your ship, and I’ll hand over the Ithium. Do yourselves a big favor and stay here until they come. Don’t do anything stupid like running away or trying to get the Ithium back. You’re in enough trouble already.”

“You can’t do this, Davenport.” Lyons’s voice trembled. “Don’t do this to us.”

“I just did.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Davenport headed back to the Ultra Meridian jail. Those idiots on the Echo Omicron were constitutionally incapable of transporting any cargo without doing something illegal. He knew they were carrying something contraband. He just never dreamed it would be something as bad as this.

Ithium—shit! How did they get their hands on it? He shuddered when he thought what they might have done if he didn’t find it. If they got their stamp at Ultra Meridian, nothing would have stopped them from delivering it to whatever client hired them to get it.

The cartridge burned a hole in Davenport’s pocket. The sooner he got it off his outpost, the better. He passed through the cargo hold with no interference from the three smugglers. They’d be up on the bridge planning what to do next, but that didn’t worry Davenport. 

Lyons was too smart to try anything on Ultra Meridian. The Echo Omicron was the only legal ship on the planet. If they decided to try anything like an escape attempt, they would wait until the Reserve Wing arrived and transported them somewhere else, somewhere with more options.

He pulled on his mask and goggles. He pressed his elbow against his side pocket to protect the Ithium cartridge from the wind and sand. If anything happened to it on his watch, he’d be in as much trouble as the Echo Omicron crew—probably a lot more.

He marched back to the jail and stripped off his mask again. He didn’t even bother to hang Big Boris on its hook by the door. He headed straight for his desk.

“Hey, porkchop!” Emmet roared through the bars. “You better know I’m filing an official complaint with the Confederate Corps about my treatment in your fine law enforcement establishment. We’ve been here five hours and you haven’t made one attempt to give my partner any medical treatment.”

Davenport knelt down on the floor behind his desk, pulled back the floorboards, and exposed the blast-proof safe buried in the rock underneath. “Don’t worry, Emmet. I’ll be sending a message to my Section chief in a few minutes. You can include your complaint in the same transmission.”

“Hey! I didn’t mean now!” Emmet blustered. “You can’t…..”

Davenport ignored him. He spun the dial on the safe, entered his combination, and lifted out the door. He wrapped the Ithium cartridge in his own handkerchief and tucked into the safe along with Emmet’s and Lenny’s personal effects.

He shut the safe, spun the dial again to lock it, and replaced the floorboards. He finally let himself relax enough to face Emmet. “Now, Emmet. What was this you wanted to say about filing a complaint against me?”

Emmet opened and shut his mouth a few times, but he didn’t make a sound. He glanced toward the safe and then back at Davenport. “I only meant…..”

“I’ll give you ten minutes. If you haven’t come up with your complaint by the time I contact my Section Chief, you’ll have to wait until the next transmission.”

Davenport hung up Big Boris and sat down behind his desk. This promised to be one of the worst days of his life. It started with a simple inspection and ended like this. 

Ithium—son of a bitch! He never would have thought the Echo Omicron crew had the nerve to get mixed up in something like this. Maybe he underestimated them.

He shook those thoughts out of his mind and opened the draw near his stomach. It slid toward him to reveal a transmission panel dotted with controls. 

Ultra Meridian might be the last outpost on the way to nowhere, but the jail had enough power to get help when he needed it. 

He might have to wait a few days before he received a reply….or quite a few days. It all depended on how much space dust happened to be floating between here and there at the time.

He dialed up the nearest Reserve Wing relay station at Macron Calypso. He typed out his report and finished with a note to his Section Chief about the case being urgent. He highlighted that a small, domestic-grade combination safe was the only thing protecting the Ithium cartridge from recapture.

“Last chance, Emmet!” Davenport called out as soon as he finished. “Are you ready to write out your complaint now?”

Davenport looked up just in time to see a small, masked head dart around the doorframe right in front of him. Before he could think to react, the petite figure whipped a rifle across the threshold and fired.

The charge whistled into the jail. Davenport dove sideways and the projectile barely missed decapitating him. It smashed into the wall behind his head and the plaster exploded.

He sprang up pulling both sidearms. He popped his head over the desk to see the stranger storming into the jail. In one blink, he saw that it was a woman—a very slightly built woman barely five feet tall. 

Whoever she was swiveled sideways and made for the cell. The witch took her attention off Davenport completely and gave him a perfect shot.

He fired both sidearms. One shot clipped the stranger’s mask and the invader spun backward from the impact. Davenport’s other charge hit the attacker in the shoulder and she whirled in Davenport’s direction with a strangled cry.

The rifle swung with the stranger and the attacker opened fire. She pumped the weapon firing again and again with incredible speed. Davenport ducked for cover behind his desk, dove past his chair, and fired again between the desk legs. 

The stranger didn’t make the same mistake twice. She barged straight for the desk unloading dozens of shots. 

Whoever this was didn’t come from the Echo Omicron. She was way too small and he didn’t peg any of the three as stupid enough to attack a Confederate outpost to get anything back, not even a payload as valuable as an Ithium cartridge.

The stranger stormed around Davenport’s desk and halted right next to the chair. She whipped her rifle to her shoulder and would have blasted Davenport to pieces if he didn’t roll under the desk just in time.

He leapt upright on the other side and got off four shots, two from each sidearm. Now it was the attacker’s turn to dive for cover. Davenport bought himself a split second to lunge behind the door and seize Big Boris.

He wheeled the enormous gun around, but his attacker already on her feet. Her rifle went off and he ducked for cover again. He collapsed to the floor and rotated Big Boris around to fire.

He had a straight shot at the attacker and would have blown her into a cloud of blood and powdered bone, but the cell containing Emmet and Lenny stood right behind her. If he fired at her, he would hit the cell, too.

He hesitated for a fraction of a second, and in that instant, a catastrophic explosion struck the jail. The whole building vaporized in a giant thunderclap of dust, fire, and deafening noise.

Davenport came to and rolled onto his stomach gagging on the tang of dust and smoke. He coughed to get his lungs working and tasted blood. He spat it out and struggled onto his knees trying to see something, anything.

He looked around him and had to think twice before he remembered where he was. Blocks of stone, twisted metal, and piles of rubble lay in the center of the plane where the Ultra Meridian jail used to be. Only a few twisted bars remained of the cell that housed the two drunks.

Davenport tried to stand up and crashed down on one knee. His whole body hurt, but when he spotted the woman tottering to her feet a few feet away, he forced himself up. He scrambled to lift Big Boris from the floor next to him. He spotted one of his sidearms not far away and he grabbed that, too.

The woman had the advantage over him. She stumbled through the wreckage to the bars. When she took hold of them, they dislodged from the floor and fell aside.

She hurled them away and staggered into what was left of the cell. She bent over Emmet who lay face down across a pile of broken blocks. “Get up! Get up!”

She hauled him to his feet by his armpits. He swayed and she slung one of his arms across her shoulders. She lugged him away.

Davenport rocketed to his feet and rotated Big Boris to his shoulder. “Stop right there! Freeze!”

The woman pointed a sidearm behind her without turning around. She fired and Davenport had to dodge. He aimed his weapon again, but if he missed at this range, she would almost certainly get away.

He thrust out his sidearm to shoot, but she kept up her own barrage of shots to throw him off balance. She hustled Emmet out of the ruined jail and hit the smooth dirt behind the building.

Davenport saw in a flash that she was heading for the Beast. The skimmer sat parked in its usual place behind the jail. The explosion hadn’t touched it. It offered the only escape for these fugitives and Davenport didn’t dare to hit that.

He sprang forward to intercept the fleeing pair, but the rubble under his feet slowed him down. He took aim and fired, but he stumbled more than once and missed. His fire only spurred the woman to run faster. 

Emmet revived enough to run at her side. She hopped onto the Beast and he swung his leg over behind her. She fired the engine. That sound flaring across the desert stabbed straight to Davenport’s guts. He couldn’t let them get away—not with his Beast. No way.

He took a gamble and hurdled the last blocks. His boot heels hit the hard-packed soil and he rocketed forward to intercept them. He slung Big Boris’s strap over his torso. He wouldn’t be firing it at this range and it would only slow him down.

He fired his sidearm again and again. If he hit anything, he didn’t hear over the engine screaming. The woman punched the throttle and the skimmer shot forward so fast that Emmet almost toppled off the back.

They streaked past Davenport. In his last act of desperation, he took a running leap to tackle the vehicle. He had to stop them from stealing it, but he still held his sidearm in one hand.

Both wrists slammed down on the bar behind the seat. He scrambled to consolidate his grip, slipped, and finally caught on with his left hand. He floundered to close his right fingers around the bar, too, but his sidearm got in the way.

His brain screamed at him to let go of his sidearm and hold onto that bar. Another part of him argued that he could NOT let go of his sidearm whatever happened. He wrestled between these two urges while the Beast ripped his shoulder from its socket picking up speed.

The woman gunned the engine to the breaking point. The Beast picked up speed shrieking across the flats. Davenport’s feet and knees bounced and bumped behind the vehicle each time it hit a little wave of turbulence.

The woman yelled something to Emmet over her shoulder. Emmet turned around and yelled at Davenport. Emmet punched Davenport’s knuckles a few times trying to knock him off the Beast.

Davenport tried to swing his sidearm up to shoot Emmet, but the Beast jostled him too much to get a decent shot. Beyond the handlebars, Davenport could see the hills coming up fast. As soon as the woman started driving up into those hills, he would fall off and this whole nightmare would be over.

His shoulder couldn’t possibly hurt more than it already did, so he swung his right arm back and crammed his sidearm into its holster. Now he could hold onto the bar with both hands and just in time.

The woman yanked back on the handlebars and rocketed into the hills. She plunged over ridges, into ravines, and up more rocky slopes leaving Ultra Meridian far behind.








  
  
Chapter 4




“Stop! Stop!” Davenport bellowed, but he could hardly hear himself over the Beast’s engine noise. The motor shrieked to its highest pitch propelling the skimmer up more steep hills into the wilderness outside Ultra Meridian. 

The woman yelled something to Emmet again and Emmet went into another frenzy of trying to beat Davenport off the rear seat bar. Once, Emmet succeeded in knocking Davenport’s right hand away and he almost tumbled off.

Davenport wound back his free arm and tried to punch Emmet back, but the Beast gave a terrible lurch and he missed. He had to grab onto the bar again to avoid getting dumped into a ditch.

The woman swiveled around a pointed hill and shot almost straight upward trying to get to the summit. She made it halfway when the Beast stalled. She cranked back the throttle, but the engine only howled louder and didn’t go anywhere. It struggled for a moment and then started to slide backward down the hill.

She yelled something else. Emmet yelled at Davenport, but the Beast was dead in the water. She cut the engine and the Beast sank to the ground still pointing its nose toward the summit.

The woman hopped off the Beast, ripped off her mask, and stormed around the skimmer. She wound back her foot and delivered a brutal kick to Davenport’s side. “Get off, you bastard! You’re screwing up the Beast!”

Davenport rounded on her with a roar of pain and rage. “This is my Beast, you stupid, murdering thief! You blew up my jail and now you’re stealing my Beast right out from under my nose. You’re both under arrest. Get down on the ground and put your hands above your heads.”

“There’s two of us and only one of you, porkchop, and do I need to remind you that you don’t have a jail anymore? Where would you put us—assuming you actually could get us back to Ultra Meridian—which you can’t?”

Something in the way she called him ‘porkchop’ made Davenport stop and look at her for the first time. Something about her looked familiar, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. 

She couldn’t be over twenty and she wore her shoulder-length brown hair in a no-nonsense arrangement with the top half tied back. The back hung down straight and she wore beaten leather boots, jacket, and vest like most other Ultra Meridian locals.

Her rifle strap slung across her chest bandolier style. A hand-stitched leather ammo pouch draped the other way and two holsters hung from her belt. She presented such a stereotypical picture of an Ultra Meridian desert rat that Davenport immediately thought he knew her.

“You’re still under arrest—both of you,” he told her. “Emmet, you’re guilty of evading arrest and you….whoever you are—you’re guilty of destruction of public property, attempted murder of a public officer….”

“I didn’t blow up the jail, porkchop. Emmet and I could have both been killed in that explosion…..or are you too stupid to realize that?”

“You shot at me and tried to kill me. If you didn’t blow it up, who did?”

She sneered at him. “I was trying to free Emmet. If I had been trying to blow up the jail, I wouldn’t have done with both of us inside.”

Davenport glanced over his shoulder. They’d covered so many miles that he couldn’t even see Ultra Meridian from here. Dusty, barren hills surrounded them on all sides.

The events of the day flashed through his mind and he remembered. The Ithium cartridge was still back at the jail. 

He didn’t think a blast that size could destroy the safe, but either way, the Ithium would be totally unprotected. If it fell into the wrong hands, the results could be disastrous.

“We have to go back.” Davenport made a move toward the Beast. “You two are coming with me. Don’t make me have to cuff you.”

“To hell with you!” she snapped. “I’m not going anywhere except….”

“Yeah.” Emmet headed for the Beast, too. “Let’s go back to Ultra Meridian.”

The woman rounded on him spitting tacks. “Are you out of your mind? You can’t go back. He’ll lock you up.”

“It doesn’t matter. My payload is back at the jail. I have to go back.”

“What payload?” she asked.

“What payload?” Davenport asked.

Emmet tried to grab the Beast. “Let’s go.”

Davenport shot out a hand to block his path. “I asked you a question, Emmet. What payload did you leave back at the jail?”

“Don’t tell him anything, Emmet,” the woman cut in. “He’s trying to trap you.”

“Can it, Fiddler,” Emmet fired back. “I’ll handle this my own way.”

She scowled at him, but she didn’t interrupt. Emmet faced Davenport. “What did you do with my personal effects when you arrested me and Lenny?”

“I put them in the safe the same way I always do. Don’t you remember?”

Emmet frowned and thought about it, but he’d been in another world when Davenport took him and Lenny into custody. Emmet was so boozed out that he didn’t notice when Davenport relieved him of his personal effects before locking him in the cell.

Emmet made another dive for the Beast. “We have to go back. We have to get it.”

Davenport stepped forward, but Fiddler got to the Beast first. She hopped onto the seat and pushed Davenport away. “Get lost, JuicyPie.”

Davenport slapped his hand down to his sidearm. He jerked it out and aimed it at her head. “Get your ass off my Beast before I leave your bullet-riddled corpse right here.”

Emmet approached the Beast from the other side. “Buzz off, Davenport. This is none of your affair. You can make it back to Ultra Meridian on foot.”

Davenport changed his mind in a flash. He swiveled his sidearm downward and pointed it at the fuel tank between Fiddler’s legs. He dropped his voice to a dangerous murmur. “If anyone is going anywhere on foot, it will be you two. This is my Beast, and if you don’t get off it right now, I’ll blow the pair of you sky high. I won’t say it again.”

Both of them turned to look at him. Davenport didn’t pay Emmet any attention at all. The guy hadn’t been sober for more than a few minutes in the last twenty years. 

Davenport focused all his attention on Fiddler. Anyone with the balls to barge into the Ultra Meridian jail holding a loaded rifle had to be the one in charge here.

Before she could react, the familiar whine of more engines drifted over the landscape. They came from behind the party, from the direction of Ultra Meridian.

All three pricked up their ears. “Who could that be?” Emmet muttered.

“They’re following us,” Fiddler whispered.

“They’re after the payload.” Emmet swung onto the Beast. “Drive, Fiddler! We can’t get back to the jail now.”

She fired the engine. Davenport thought fast. A single glance behind him showed him a dozen skimmers launching over the hills on a dead course for his position. If someone followed them from Ultra Meridian, that meant he couldn’t get back to the jail right now, either, especially not without the Beast.

Instinct took over and he jumped onto the Beast behind Emmet. Emmet grabbed Davenport and held him on while Fiddler gunned the engine one more time.

The Beast floundered the same as before. These skimmers weren’t designed to carry two people let alone three. 

Lightning quick, Fiddler ripped the skimmer sideways and plunged downhill into gullies snaking between the many hills.

The Beast picked up speed now that it didn’t have to drive straight uphill. It dove back and forth around corners. Fiddler steered with expert skill, but she only covered a few miles before the pursuers dropped into the gully behind Davenport’s back.

Five skimmers flew to intercept the fleeing trio. Gunshots ricocheted off the hills on either side and showered the fugitives in dirt and gravel.

“Faster!” Davenport roared. “They’re gaining on us.”

“This tub can’t go any faster!” Another shot clanged against the fender and knocked the Beast sideways. The skimmer’s speed almost sent it spinning into the nearest slope.

Davenport ripped out his sidearm and returned fire, but one sidearm against five attackers wouldn’t do anything. The pursuers whipped around a corner and burned up on the Beast. 

They got so close that Davenport could see the large Howitzers mounted on their sides. The drivers could fire without letting go of their handlebars.

Another volley punched into the Beast from behind and one of the engines blew out. The Beast wobbled something awful and barely stayed ahead of the pursuit.

“Give me your rifle!” Davenport bellowed over the noise.

Fiddler handed it back. Davenport holstered his sidearm and turned the rifle on his enemies, but he already knew it wouldn’t be enough. If he’d been standing still, he could blow them to smithereens with Big Boris, but at this speed, he wouldn’t even be able to hit them.

Another shot seared past Davenport’s leg and smashed into the Beast’s front end. The stabilizers exploded and the Beast jerked hard to the right. Fiddler shrieked out struggling to control the vehicle, “Hold on and get ready to deploy!”

“Deploy?” Davenport yelled. “What are you talking about?”

Only the howl of engines answered him. The Beast slowed even more and it juddered in its dying throes. It couldn’t keep going much longer.

The pursuit knew it, too, and they stopped firing. They slowed down and Davenport recognized that they all wore some kind of uniform, but he didn’t see any insignia that would identify them.

At that moment, Fiddler jerked the Beast up another hill. The skimmer struggled even more, but just when it threatened to give up the ghost entirely, she dove over a ridge and plummeted down the other side.

The Beast lost stability at the very peak. Instead of righting itself for the downward plunge, the engines died completely. The Beast tumbled head over heel and pitched Fiddler, Emmet, and Davenport off the seat.

All three slammed down hard right behind the ridge. Fiddler jerked over onto her stomach and tore her rifle out of Davenport’s hands. “Get ready to repel them!”

“Are you insane?” he roared. “We can’t fight them all.”

“They’re coming!” She scrambled to the ridge and rotated her rifle to her shoulder. “Fire when you see them exposed.”

Davenport flopped down next to her and pulled Big Boris into position. The pursuit’s skimmers revved at full power. They rocketed up the hill heading straight for the ridge. Davenport measured their trajectory and saw that Fiddler was right. He timed his move down to the millimeter. 

The first skimmer zoomed up the slope blasting away with its Howitzers. The three fugitives huddled behind the peak and the shots soared over their heads. The skimmer cleared the ridge and hurtled straight up.

Davenport followed the vehicle with his weapon. At the apogee of its flight, he fired directly into the undercarriage. The blast ripped the chassis in half and the charge blew straight into the fuel tank.

The skimmer ruptured in a ball of fire that flung its rider into the gully beyond, but Davenport didn’t have time to celebrate before another three skimmers sprinted in for the attack. He couldn’t hit them all.

Fiddler concentrated her rifle fire on one skimmer and Davenport took another. The three pursuers launched over their heads. Fiddler dumped twenty shots into her target. The two skimmers on each end exploded, but the third streaked past them unharmed.

The skimmer whipped around behind the ridge and laid into the defenders with every Howitzer blazing. Just as fast, the fifth skimmer dropped in on top of the fugitives and pinned them between the two vehicles.

Davenport tried to reposition Big Boris, but the Howitzers pounded the ridge with so many blasts that he had to scramble to get away. Emmet and Fiddler tripped over him in their race to escape, but it was too late.

The two surviving skimmers buzzed around the party and showered them with Howitzer fire. Davenport couldn’t see the Beast anymore—not that it would do him any good.

He squinted through curtains of spraying dirt and ripped-up sod for any way out when, out of nowhere, one of the skimmers blew. It popped in a sudden starburst of igniting fuel.

The other skimmer wheeled around to face the new threat and that one detonated, too. In half a second, both vehicles disintegrated to nothing.








  
  
Chapter 5




Davenport blinked dirt out of his eyes to see four tiny figures standing on the opposite slope. They aimed huge XQs at the clouds of smoke and fumes that used to be the enemy skimmers. 

A puff of wind blew the soot and ash away and Davenport found himself looking at four petite women as slight and wiry as Fiddler. Their tiny size made their weapons look even bigger than Dice’s, but Davenport couldn’t be certain from this range.

The instant the dust settled, the women rushed across the gully and threw their arms around Fiddler. They all started talking at once. “We got here as soon as we could!”

“We heard the noise and figured you were in trouble.”

“How did things go at Ultra Meridian?”

“You got Emmet out!”

“Who’s that guy?”

Fiddler hugged her friends back. “Thanks for coming to get us.”

“We wouldn’t leave you out here facing those…..” One of the newcomers looked around. “Who were those guys?”

“We don’t know,” Fiddler told them. “Let’s get out of sight and we can talk about what to do.”

“What is there to do?” another asked. “You got away from them and you got Emmet. The show’s over.”

“Who are you guys?” Davenport asked. “Not that I’m not grateful to you for saving our asses and all that, but I like to know who I’m talking to.”

“This is Fizzle, Frost, and Flack.” Fiddler pointed out each one in turn. “These are my crew. We’re the Armageddon Core.”








