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Chapter 1




Sherrif Mace Davenport jerked the Drifter Dryad Circe back and forth to dodge Howitzer fire smashing the ship from behind. More shots glanced off the wings, but in a moment, the bombardment stopped.

“The Daggers are pulling back to rejoin the Reserve Wing,” Beauty reported from the tactical cradle behind Davenport.

“You better run!” Emmett yelled to no one in particular. He sat in the command cradle between Davenport and Beauty even though Emmett wasn’t working the controls. He just sat there enjoying the ride.

Davenport took advantage of the lull to check the area around the Drifter. “Is anyone else coming out to stop us?”

“There’s nothing between us and Ultra Meridian,” Beauty replied. “Are you sure you want to go back there?”

“Do we have any other options?” 

Beauty didn’t answer right away. Davenport heard the creature tapping at the tactical controls and waited for Beauty to say something.

That silence drew out longer and longer. Neither Beauty nor Emmett said anything. That answered Davenport’s question.

He gunned the engines, but he was in no big hurry to go back to Ultra Meridian. He would love to go back to the outpost and resume his duties as sheriff. He’d like nothing better than to return to the old life that had been stolen from him.

He didn’t want to go back at all if he only had to leave Ultra Meridian again. The Confederate Corps Reserve Wing would never let him vanish into obscurity after everything that happened. He would be stupid to think that.

He entered the atmosphere and took a tour around the dusty landscape he knew so well. The Ultra Meridian jail had been restored. The plane surrounding the building and the sandy hills looked exactly the way he remembered them. Nothing had changed except for Davenport himself.

The planet didn’t give Davenport the same feeling of comfort, serenity, and welcome that it used to. He faced too many dangers here and nearly lost his life too many times to ever feel totally safe here again.

“It looks all clear,” Beauty remarked.

“At least the Reserve Wing isn’t here,” Emmett added.

Davenport flew another lap around the jail. His friends were right. The Dryad Circe’s sensors would have flagged any Reserve Wing ships in the atmosphere or on the ground. None of the resident criminal organizations came near the outpost, either. They kept to their own territory.

“Aren’t you going to land?” Emmett asked.

Davenport shrugged. “I suppose I better.”

He wheeled the Dryad Circe and started to descend toward the jail. This was the view every other ship got when they came to land here. They had to get his stamp before crossing to Sacron Enigma. They didn’t know what to expect from him then and now the shoe was on the other foot.

He fought down rising tension and lowered the landing gear to set down outside the jail. At least he would be able to go inside and start getting to know his new jail…. until the next disaster struck……as it was bound to do……sooner or later.

He took his eyes off the building and glanced down at the controls when a laser flashed out of nowhere. It smashed the ship from port and knocked the Dryad Circe reeling.

“Hey!” Davenport yelled. “What the….?”

Beauty squealed in alarm as another barrage pounded the cockpit. The glass smashed in Davenport’s face and he flinched away to protect his eyes. He had all he could do just to hold the ship level.

More lasers erupted from somewhere. Davenport didn’t have time to see where they came from. He fought the helm trying to steady the ship, but the next shot splintered the tail off.

The Dryad Circe wobbled dangerously and dipped toward the ground before Davenport wrestled the Drifter under control.

“You said there was no one around!” he hollered over his shoulder.

“There wasn’t!” Beauty screeched. “The hills are loaded with minerals. They block scans….”

Another jet of lasers zinged past the cockpit. Davenport veered in time to avoid getting his face shot off, but the last beam severed the ship’s nose.

“We gotta get out of here!” Emmett yelled.

“Like where?” Davenport countered.

Another smash struck the port wing and ripped it off. The wing tilted away from the fuselage and a second blast detonated the engine ten feet from the cockpit. The explosion smacked the ship hard to starboard and the Dryad Circe flew straight into another laser’s path.

“Return fire!” Davenport roared.

“I’m trying!” Beauty shrieked. “I can’t locate the….”

“They’re in the hills!” Emmett pointed across the plane to the low peaks surrounding Ultra Meridian. “They’re shooting from there.”

Beauty fired in the direction Emmett indicated. Davenport tried to position the ship for the best advantage, but the Drifter wouldn’t cooperate with one wing missing.

Beauty unloaded the Howitzers only to get hit on the starboard side. “Another bunch is firing from the south!” Emmett called. “No, wait! They’re in the east. They’re all around us!”

A cruel bang struck the ship’s underside and the shot ricocheted into the starboard wing. It erupted in flames and then the starboard engine blasted the hull.

The Dryad Circe cartwheeled sideways, turned a somersault, and slammed down hard on the ground. Davenport’s head snapped downward on his neck and he hung there limp and battered in his harness.

“Is everyone all right?” Emmett murmured.

Beauty whimpered. Davenport didn’t want to be all right. This was one hell of a way to come back to Ultra Meridian. What was he thinking? Oh, yeah. He remembered now. He didn’t have a choice.

Everywhere and everyone else in the Confederacy had been trying to kill him. Why did he think Ultra Meridian would be any different? It wouldn’t. Nothing would ever be different. He could look forward to a lot more years of this—probably for the rest of his life.

Everyone and everywhere would keep trying to kill him until, one of these days, someone succeeded. That was the sum total of the miserable life he had to look forward to.

Another crash jostled the wrecked ship. Davenport made the mistake of looking up. The view through the shattered cockpit window didn’t cheer him up any.

Just then, Dice stormed out of the back and tried unsuccessfully to force his way into the cockpit that was way too small for him. “What the holy hell is going on?”

“We crashed,” Emmett replied.

“Tell me something I don’t know. Why did we crash?”

“Because someone was shooting at us.”

Dice opened his mouth, but another spray of lasers cut him off. They pounded the ship from three sides. They came so thick and fast that Davenport wasn’t sure anymore where they were coming from.

“Like now!” Emmett screamed and started fumbling to get out of his cradle.

Davenport clawed at his harness. Lasers pounded the cockpit and caved in the hull above him. Another strike smashed the glass the rest of the way in and it scattered on his head and shoulders.

He couldn’t stop now, but the next hit compressed the bulkhead behind him. The metal hull plates dented inward so he couldn’t escape.

Dice came charging back and slammed into the cockpit entrance, but his big shoulders stopped him in his tracks. “Come on, Davenport!”

“I’m ……”

Beauty slithered under the ship’s crumpling sides and seized Davenport’s jacket. Beauty gave a ferocious tug and dragged Davenport out of his seat. 

They both hit the floor and scrambled out of sight. Another blast hammered the roof and the whole cockpit folded in on itself. Beauty screamed again and retreated from the danger. He blocked Davenport from the only path to safety—if there was a path to safety.

Davenport prepared himself to force Beauty through the tiny gap still remaining when Dice dove into the hole. He grabbed Beauty’s wrist and hauled Beauty through in a second.

Dice flung Beauty aside and, before Davenport could move, Dice lunged for him. Another devastating crash flattened the ship just as Dice slid Davenport out of the cockpit and flung him down the gangway toward the rear.

Dice vaulted to his feet. His weight banged through the ship on his way to the weapons locker. “Come on! We have to arm up and get out there before they destroy this crate!”

Davenport, Emmett, and Beauty dragged themselves to their feet. There was no time to lick their wounds. More blasts and explosions went off all over the place. More hull sections bent inward making the interior smaller and smaller.

Davenport pulled up behind Dice. Dice ripped open the weapons locker….and all four men froze staring into it. It was empty.

“What the holy hell?” Emmett whispered. “How can a Reserve Wing fighter craft not be carrying any weapons?”

Davenport smacked Dice’s shoulder. “The jail! Come on! Quick!”

He darted to the loading hatch and cracked it. The ramp slammed open on the dusty plane outside. 

A blast of pelting wind and stinging sand hit him in the face. He couldn’t even enjoy the smell of being back at Ultra Meridian. He dreamed of this moment for weeks. Now all he wanted to do was leave.

Dice roared in fury, but another concussion of laser fire startled all four men into a run. The shots dogged Davenport’s footsteps across the plane. As soon as he left the Dryad Circe, another sizzling jet of lasers pounded the ship to smithereens. It went up in a massive explosion behind Davenport’s back. That was the end of that ship.

The four friends set off at a sprint through the wind. Beauty sprang along on his hands and feet and overtook the others. Emmett fell behind and Davenport slowed to make sure Emmett made it. 

Lasers rained all around them. One smashed the sand next to Dice’s foot and spat dust in his eyes. He bellowed again and nearly steamrolled Davenport trying to get away from the assault.

Davenport, Dice, and Emmett tightened closer together. Beauty pulled way out in front and almost got plastered by another laser exploding right in front of him.

The blast bowled him sideways. Davenport dashed over and started to pick him up while Dice and Emmett made the last desperate run for the Ultra Meridian jail.

Davenport tugged Beauty forward only to run into another geyser of sand and dirt shooting all around him. He tried to push toward the jail, but he couldn’t get through all the concussions rocking the landscape.

“This way!” Beauty snatched Davenport’s sleeve and tried to pull him back toward the wrecked Dryad Circe. 

Davenport didn’t know what Beauty wanted to do, but they couldn’t get to the jail this way. Dice and Emmett were already inside.

Another cruel strike cracked in front of Davenport and he staggered backward. He stumbled after Beauty heading toward the wreck.

Whoever was shooting at them adjusted their aim and started bombing the plane around Davenport and Beauty again. The pair wouldn’t get to the wreck alive…. or anywhere else for that matter.

Without warning, Beauty spun around and slammed into Davenport running the opposite way. “NOW!!”

Beauty took off at impossible speed making for the jail. Davenport understood in a heartbeat and bolted after him. 

That one instant when they both changed direction bought them enough time to get ahead of the bombardment. Davenport couldn’t keep up with Beauty’s speed, but he ran fast enough to make it to the jail in one piece.








  
  
Chapter 2




Davenport staggered into the jail panting hard. The Reserve Wing had set up the new building exactly like the old one. The sheriff’s desk occupied the center of the main room with one barred cell to one side. It was a scene out of Davenport’s forgotten past. 

Dice and Emmett stood in front of the weapons locker. “We can’t get it open.”

Davenport went over to them and studied the electronic code pad above the door handle. “It never had a lock when I was posted here.”

“What are you going to do?” Emmett asked. “You know the Reserve Wing didn’t actually program this lock to release for you—not after you went on the run and become an outlaw. You’re hunted in every corner of the galaxy. They wouldn’t want you accessing these weapons.”

Dice slammed Davenport hard on the shoulder. “Just like the rest of us. You’re in good company, pal.”

“I’m honored,” Davenport sneered over his shoulder. “I’ve finally achieved my life’s ambition.”

Beauty eased back over to the door and peered out at the sky. “Whoever they are, they aren’t targeting the jail. I wonder why not.”

“They must not want the Reserve Wing coming after them,” Emmett guessed.

“Aren’t you going to at least try to open it?” Dice rumbled in Davenport’s ear.

Davenport didn’t give himself a moment to hesitate. “What do I have to lose, right?” He stuck out his hand and pressed it against the pad. 

The pad flashed green and the lock clicked. “No way!” Dice growled. “They’re screwing with you.”

“Who cares?” Davenport pulled open the locker and started taking down every weapon on the racks.

He passed three XQ65s to Dice and took two for himself along with plenty of ammunition cylinders and new sidearms. He armed Emmett, too, but Beauty wouldn’t come near the locker.

“Why are they leaving you on the books as sheriff of this dive?” Dice asked.

“Probably because they haven’t hired a replacement yet. The Confederate Corps has to list someone as manning this outpost even if I’m not here in person. I’m a name in an entry. That’s all.” He swiveled around the desk to Beauty’s side and looked out. “Beauty’s right. The bombardment has stopped.”

“Now what do we do?” Emmett asked. “We can’t stay in here for the rest of our lives.”

Dice laughed out loud. The sound carried across the landscape. The mountains themselves seemed to be listening. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Then you wouldn’t have to scratch your varnish.”

“Varnish!” Emmett countered. “What are you talking about?”

“Anyway, there’s no food in here,” Beauty muttered. “We would have to leave sometime.”

Davenport beamed down at the creature. He was really starting to like this alien. Davenport pulled from his pocket one of the many peach ChunkyTenders that Beauty had given Davenport when the Mad Men captured and imprisoned him.

Davenport handed it over and Beauty cracked one of his crazy grins in return. He took it and gazed down at the wrapper in beatific rapture.

“Oh, will you look at this!” Dice snarled. “Davenport and Beauty are best friends now.”

“That doesn’t get us out of here,” Emmett interrupted. “What are we doing here anyway?”

“Last I checked,” Dice replied, “we were here trying to find the third component.”

“I say we contact the Armageddon Core,” Davenport suggested. “If Friend doesn’t already know where the third component is, she’ll have some idea about where we can go to look for it.”

“How can you be sure it’s even on this planet?” Dice countered. “Your informant said it was on the Blood Calliope and that turned out to be wrong. It could be floating around in space for all we know.”

“Then it would definitely be safe from Admiral Joyce,” Emmett replied.

“It has to be here,” Davenport went on. “We picked up traces of radioactivity on the Blood Calliope. That means the third component was on the ship when it crashed. Someone lifted the component after that….and whoever did it wasn’t Admiral Joyce because he’s still looking for it.”

“How the hell do we find the Armageddon Core without a ship?” Dice countered. “We could be trooping around this wretched planet for the rest of our lives and never find them.”

“I know where their headquarters are,” Davenport replied. “We’ve been there before, remember?”

“You have no guarantee they’ll be there waiting to welcome you with open arms,” Dice countered. “You’re the Sheriff of Ultra Meridian, remember? Everybody hates you.”

Davenport laughed. “How could I forget?”

“I don’t mind going back to the Armageddon Core,” Emmett remarked. “If Fiddler is still alive, she’ll go back to them, too. We can meet up with her there.”

“You’re a sentimental old fool, man,” Dice growled. “There’s more to life than Fiddler.”

Emmett glared at him. “Do you have any family?”

Dice looked away scowling and didn’t answer.

Davenport went to a different cabinet and ransacked the supplies. He pulled out a pair of goggles and a mask for himself and another set for Emmett. Davenport studied Dice and Beauty on the side. “I don’t think I have anything that will fit you two.”

“To hell with it,” Dice rumbled. “I ain’t wearing that shit anyhow.”

“You’ll be sorry,” Davenport warned. “You won’t be able to see anything out there.”

“I’ll take my chances.” Dice hefted his XQ and locked the ammo cylinder into place. “I don’t need to see to be able to hit them.”

Emmett laughed.

“What about you, Beauty?” Davenport asked. “How will you protect your eyes and lungs from the sand?”

“I’ll be fine.”

Davenport didn’t argue. Beauty sounded pretty certain of that. Davenport learned a long time ago not to ask too many questions on how Beauty did anything. 

As far as Dice was concerned, Davenport made a mental note to stay behind Dice or to the side of anything he might be shooting at.

Davenport strapped his goggles over his eyes, pulled on his mask, and looked outside again. The laser bombardment had completely stopped.

“What are they doing?” Emmett muttered.

“They’re still out there,” Beauty replied. “They’re waiting for us.”

“Can you see who they are or where they are?”

“They’re all over there.” Beauty swept his bony finger in a wide arc from the east, to the south, and around to the west. He covered almost the entire circle of the horizon.

“How the hell are we supposed to get through, then?” Emmett asked.

Davenport pointed to a spot directly to the west. “The Armageddon Core’s cave is that way. Get to the hills. Whoever attacked us won’t be able to ambush us there.”

“Keep telling yourself that, porkchop,” Dice boomed. “You’ll notice that they already did ambush us.”

“Let me put it this way. They won’t be able to ambush us as well there. Now come on. We aren’t getting it done in here.”

Davenport pushed forward to the threshold, got his XQ into position, and took off running onto the plane.

Emmett and Beauty rushed out behind him. Dice came last and the friends pivoted their weapons in all directions searching for their hidden attackers.

Nothing happened for a second. The laser bombardment didn’t restart. None of the deadly blasts landed nearby  to threaten the party.

Davenport approached the western hills. Was he really going to get away as easily as that? He didn’t want to believe it. He didn’t believe it.

He swiveled sideways to make sure the rest of the mountains were peaceful, too. They were. There was no one there. 

He made one the last sprint for safety….and gulped when a bunch of masked figures emerged from the hills right in front of him. They blocked his path and they raised their laser rifles to cut him to shreds.

That wasn’t the scariest part, though. At his first sight of them, he recognized parts of their alien bodies not concealed by their masks and clothes. Each one had a long, extended proboscis covered by a specially constructed piece of the mask.

Their clothes covered all of their skin, but Davenport didn’t need to see that to recognize them. 

Four legs attached to each hip joint. The aliens ran by rotating their hips in a windmill pattern. Each leg touched the ground and then spun upward toward the back while the others dropped down into position from the front.

The aliens ran seamlessly with no break in tread and they covered the ground impossibly fast. Their masks concealed their eyes so Davenport couldn’t make eye contact with them—not that he wanted to.

Davenport froze for a second watching them come. He became aware of Dice, Emmett, and Beauty standing still, too. They were all too stunned to shoot.

The oncoming aliens’ shoulders operated in a similar way to their hips. Their arms could move in a full circle spinning their guns behind them, to both sides, and even into the air without interruption.

The frontrunners fired lasers at the four friends and one of the beams pinged off Davenport’s XQ. That sound snapped him out of his trance and he returned fire, but more of the same aliens came out of nowhere to surround Davenport’s group.

He laid down a barrage of shots to drive them back, but they quickly outnumbered the four men. Davenport backed away to consolidate his position. He ran into Dice and glanced over his shoulder.

Davenport’s stomach tightened all over again when he spotted more aliens charging across the plane. They came from the south and the east to cut off any retreat.

“To the jail!” he roared. “Fall back to the jail!”

Davenport, Dice, and Emmett crowded together in a defensive knot. They fired outward blasting as many of the aliens as they could, but it would never be enough against so many.

Beauty huddled in the center. He was totally unarmed. Davenport really had to stop trusting Beauty so much.

Without warning, Beauty darted out of their huddle, skipped across the gap between their party and the aliens, and grabbed two laser rifles from fallen attackers.

Beauty retreated back to Davenport’s side, but the aliens cut him off. They pinned him down with heavy fire.

He cowered there for a second and Davenport prepared himself to storm out there to defend Beauty. Lightning quick, Beauty turned both rifles on the aliens and returned fire just as fast. He dropped four of the enemy and raced back into position.

“Fall back!” Davenport bellowed. “Go!”

Dice faced backward toward the east so he went first. Davenport and Emmett glued their bodies to Dice’s sides. Davenport didn’t want to take his eyes off the enemy to see where Dice was going.

Davenport took another step backward every time his friends retreated. They inched one painstaking step at a time back onto the plane. The jail seemed so far away.

The aliens closed in from the south and east. They kept up a steady rain of lasers, but they didn’t stop the four men from getting to the jail. 

Davenport realized too late that the aliens must be trying to drive the party back to the building, but he couldn’t figure out why they would want to do that. Davenport stopped walking, but it was too late. Dice grabbed him and yanked him over the threshold.

All the shooting died as Emmett and Beauty ducked inside. A single glance through the open door showed Davenport all those aliens surrounding the Ultra Meridian jail.

He took one more step backward toward his desk. He caught a fleeting glimpse of something whizzing through the air. A rocket soared through the door into the jail and then a deafening bang knocked him out cold.








  
  
Chapter 3




Davenport dragged himself upright and blinked the glue out of his eyes. He looked around and saw Dice asleep against a nearby wall. Emmett and Beauty huddled nearby. 

Davenport’s face didn’t feel right. He pressed his wrist to his nose, but it wasn’t bleeding anymore. Something dry and crusty stuck to his upper lip so his nose must have been bleeding before he woke up.

He scooted over to his friends, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. 

The three of them cowered in the corner of a room full of the same aliens who attacked Davenport’s party at the jail…. except that the aliens didn’t have their masks on anymore.

Their large, soft, cow-like eyes blinked too slowly and their proboscises undulated when they moved or talked. Their scaly skin had a dark, swampy look and a second, transparent eyelid kept flicking over their eyes at random times. These aliens didn’t belong in the desert.

Davenport wedged himself between Emmett’s shoulder and Dice’s giant frame. “You boys all right?”

“Perfect,” Dice growled.

Davenport left it at that. None of them was all right or perfect and they wouldn’t be. This was the most danger that Davenport could remember being in for a long time. Not even almost getting killed several times came close to this.

Almost as soon as he got into a sitting position, the aliens in the room pretended to notice the four men hunkered in the corner. The aliens strode over and stood over their prisoners.

“We are Typhon Elexor,” one of them announced in a deep, rumbling voice.

Davenport nodded and started to stand up. “I’m Sheriff Davenport. I’m the Sheriff of……”

The alien clubbed him to the ground hard. Davenport collapsed between Dice’s feet. “Bad idea,” Dice muttered.

Davenport dragged himself up cradling his splitting head. Dice had his eyes open now, but he hadn’t moved.

“You attacked our wind mines!” the first alien roared. “You killed our men and destroyed our windmills. Admit it!”

Davenport’s head shot up and his jaw dropped. “What?”

The alien lunged at him so fast that Davenport didn’t get a chance to react. The creature dove for Davenport, seized him by the throat, and smashed his head back against the wall. “Three days ago! You flew into our territory and fired on our windmills. You destroyed four of them. Two days ago, you came in the night and left our guards dead. Now you will die.”

“We…. didn’t….” Davenport choked. He fought to breathe against the alien’s murderous grip.

The creature hurled Davenport down even harder and straightened up. “Who are you working for? Who paid you to sabotage our wind mines?”

Davenport gagged and coughed trying to get his voice working. He tried to retreat from these aliens, but the wall blocked him from going anywhere. “We…. just landed here…. You saw us…. You destroyed our ship……You must have recognized….. it wasn’t the same ship that attacked the wind mines.”

The alien straightened up and glared down its proboscis at Davenport. It was a very tall male—almost as tall as Dice. The creature’s eyes didn’t look capable of glaring at anyone, but Davenport couldn’t mistake the hatred radiating at him from the whole alien group.

“The attackers crashed their ship in the canyon,” the big alien boomed. “You could have gone and used a second vessel to pretend to land here.”

“No….” Davenport scrambled for some way to explain himself. “We were….in Reserve Wing custody until today. You can check with Stalwart Rambler. We stole that Drifter from the Reserve Wing.”

“Don’t tell him that!” Emmett hissed. “He could be working for the Reserve Wing.”

“Typhon Elexor hates the Reserve Wing as much as we do.” Davenport turned upward to face the alien, but Davenport didn’t try to stand up again. He picked up his star from the front of his jacket and held it out for the alien to see. “I’m the Sheriff of Ultra Meridian. I’ve been on this planet for seven years. I’ve never interfered with Typhon Elexor business before and I never will. I never touched your wind mines or your guards. This is the first time I’ve ever set foot in your territory. I swear it.”

The alien scowled down at him in silence and didn’t speak. Davenport held his breath waiting for some reaction.

When it came, the alien kicked out hard and nailed Davenport in the chest. He smashed Davenport back into the wall and walked away. All the other aliens left with him. They stalked out of the room and left the four prisoners sitting there alone.

Davenport crumpled to the floor with an agonized groan. Now he knew what being the Sheriff of Ultra Meridian was worth—like he didn’t already know.

He survived this long at Ultra Meridian by keeping his nose out of Typhon Elexor’s business. No one could live long making as enemy of these creatures.

Dice grabbed him, hauled him up, and jostled Davenport back into a sitting position. “Nice try, pal. Keep your star to yourself next time.”

“He listened,” Beauty remarked. “We would be dead now if he didn’t believe you.”

“Who in the holy hell would have the balls to attack the Vultus Wind Mines?” Emmett whispered. “Someone has a serious death wish if they went that far.”

Davenport frowned trying to clear his head. “Huh.”

“What?” Dice asked.

“I was just thinking….”

“Well, don’t, okay?” Dice snapped. “Don’t think. You’ll only get us all killed that way.”

“No, listen. When the Mad Men caught me and took me back to Admiral Joyce, they kept demanding to know where the Ithium cartridge was.”

“We already know all that,” Emmett countered. “Everyone is after the Ithium.”

“Just listen to me for a second. I told them I didn’t have it. I told them I left it on the Artemis Rex, but they didn’t believe me.”

“You didn’t tell them that,” Beauty interjected. “You told them you hid the Ithium at the….”

Beauty fell silent and his eyes widened to two saucers of amazement.

“First I told them that I left the Ithium on the Artemis Rex—which was the truth. They didn’t believe me and they threw me back in that hold. Then you came to see me and you told me to sit tight while you sabotaged their ship.”

“Is this going somewhere?” Emmett asked. “Does any of this get us out of here?”

“After Beauty visited me, the Mad Men came back. They questioned me again about where the Ithium was and I told them I hid it at the Vultus Wind Mines. I knew hearing that would freak them out and I was right. They didn’t want to go after it anymore. They wanted the Ithium, but they didn’t dare to enter Typhon Elexor territory.”

“What the hell did you tell them a lie for?” Dice countered. “They could have brought you here themselves and then where would you be?”

“I knew they wouldn’t. They were scared shitless of Typhon Elexor.”

“I’m not surprised.” Emmett glanced toward the door where the aliens left the room. “Everyone is scared shitless of them.”

“I’m not,” Dice boomed.

“Will you listen to me?” Davenport murmured. “Someone who heard me must have come here to find the Ithium. Someone on the Mad Men’s ship must have survived the Rambler, attacked the windmills, and then killed a bunch of guards. That’s the only way they could have gotten access to the minefield to search the place.”

“Who would do that?” Emmett asked.

“One of the Mad Men.” Davenport turned to Beauty. “Was there anyone on the ship who wasn’t in the Rambler’s prison hold when Dice attacked?”

Beauty shook his head. “No one. No one survived.”

“This is really weird,” Emmett muttered. “If you and the Mad Men are the only people who know you said that….”

“The Ithium isn’t here, grandpa,” Dice barked. “The Ithium is lightyears away in Sacron Enigma where we left….”

“Shhh!” Davenport interrupted. “They’re coming back.”

The friends fell silent as the same aliens reentered the room. They didn’t try to talk to Davenport and his crew this time. The aliens grabbed the four men, stood them up, and marched them away.

Davenport tried to study his surroundings on his way outside. He and his crewmates were probably the first people to ever see Typhon Elexor territory in person…. which meant these criminal aliens planned to kill the party as soon as they found out who hired Davenport to sabotage the mines.

Davenport agreed with Emmett. He found it hard to believe anyone would be deluded enough to mess with Typhon Elexor,  but obviously someone was. 

The room in which the four men had been held opened onto a long gallery. One whole broken wall gave a view across a massive square carved into the bedrock.

Hundreds of aliens from the same species played around down there, mingled on more tiered galleries rising in stories around the square, and passed the party on their way down the passage.

The very top of this underground structure rose to the planet’s surface. The giant edifice had been carved into the rock and plunged at least twenty stories underground.

A galvanic field coil protected the courtyard against wind and sand entering from above. The sunshine gave the building a tropical atmosphere where people could go about their business in relative comfort.

None of these aliens carried weapons. Not even the aliens escorting Davenport’s crew bothered to threaten the prisoners. 

The aliens’ confidence told Davenport loud and clear that he would never get out of here alive. Typhon Elexor would find out he was telling the truth about not disrupting the mines. Then they would kill him and his friends anyway.

Their escort guided the four friends down the gallery, turned a corner, followed the adjacent gallery, and entered a large room at the end. Dozens more aliens crowded inside.

They all stood. None sat or relaxed at all. They gazed in rapt attention at another alien at the far end. He paced up and down in front of the crowd reciting something in another language. 

He wore long, decorated robes and a bizarre headdress that distinguished him from every other member of his kind. His voice rose and fell in a sing-song melody that harmonized with itself.

“What are they doing?” Emmett hissed in Davenport’s ear.

“He’s reciting their history. Typhon Elexor is the surviving remnant of the Namiall race. Their shaman predicted a cataclysmic geological disaster on their home planet. Only a handful believed him and they escaped on the Typhon Elexor. The ship crashed here and the planet blew up. No one else survived and the survivors have been living here ever since.”

“How do you know so much about them if you’ve never been here before?”

Davenport had to smile to himself. “You learn a few things when you’ve been working at Ultra Meridian as long as I have.”

“Does this get us out of there?” Dice fired back.

His voice echoed through the room and interrupted the recitation. The shaman paused and a bunch of people turned to glare at the visitors.

The shaman didn’t resume. He swept his robes to the side and Davenport’s escort shoved the prisoners forward. The aliens jostled Davenport and his friends into the space the shaman had been using. Now everyone in the room stared at the four intruders instead.

Davenport expected another confrontation with the same tall guy as before, but the creature yanked Davenport backward to face the crowd. The guards stayed behind the four prisoners so Davenport couldn’t even see them from here.

The aliens in front of him all looked identical. He couldn’t tell the males from the females until one stepped forward and stood right in front of Davenport.

The voice coming out from under the proboscis was unmistakably female. “Do you know who I am?”

“No,” Davenport replied.

“My name is Kiriala and that….” She nodded past Davenport’s shoulder toward the aliens standing behind him. She could only be talking about the big guy who attacked Davenport earlier. “That is my mate, Yovis, and we all know who you are. You are the scum who attacked our wind mines.”

“No!” Davenport murmured. “I was just explaining to your man that we never set foot in your territory before you captured us. We were in Reserve Wing custody until earlier today. We would never dare to go to the….”

Someone punched Davenport hard in the back of the head and he buckled to the floor. Yovis must have done it. He was standing closest to Davenport and Davenport didn’t see who else who would have done it. 

Davenport heard Dice and Emmett talking fast while strong hands hauled Davenport to his feet. 

“We didn’t damage your mines!” Dice bellowed. “We have no idea who did it! Davenport has been using his position as Sheriff of Ultra Meridian to protect Typhon Elexor for years.”

Davenport struggled to see straight. His eyes didn’t want to track right. His head wobbled on his neck and he was having difficulty staying upright. He felt Dice holding him up while Davenport’s senses kicked back into gear.

When they did, he came face to face with Kiriala studying him. Her eyes darted down to his star. “You are the Sheriff of Ultra Meridian?”

“Yeah,” he gasped. “I was.”

“You were?”

“The Reserve Wing….” His vision swam again and he started to fall over, but Dice supported him.

“The Reserve Wing attacked the jail and blew it up,” Dice finished. “They drove Davenport out. He’s been gone right up until today. He couldn’t have attacked your mines. You can check with the Reserve Wing….and the Sheriff’s Service. They’ll have records of his movements….”

“We don’t deal with them.” Kiriala waved her hand and the guards moved in from behind. The original males that held the four men in that room grabbed the friends and kicked them down on the floor.

Seven of them pounced on Dice. They kicked out his knees and grappled him to the ground. He started to lose his temper until the aliens pointed laser rifles in the prisoners’ faces. Beauty squeaked in terror.

“Your story is flimsy at best,” Kiriala growled. “Even if you are telling the truth, we can’t allow you to live. No one can survive once they come inside our stronghold.”

She waved to her people and all their rifles hummed as they cycled up to fire. Davenport braced himself for the end.

A screeching alarm startled everyone into turning around. Kiriala walked away and Yovis glared back and forth between Davenport and whatever she was doing outside Davenport’s line of sight.

Yovis jammed his rifle barrel hard into Davenport’s cheek. Yovis was just itching to carry out this execution and Davenport never doubted for an instant that Yovis would do it.

Kiriala came strolling back and waved to her people. “You’re in luck, Sheriff. Someone richer and more influential than we are wants you and is willing to pay for you.”

She signaled her people for the second time. The males hauled Davenport and his friends off the floor, shook them, and all the aliens lowered their weapons.

“I don’t like this,” Dice murmured in Davenport’s ear.

“What are you going to do with us?” Davenport asked.

“Never mind,” Kiriala replied. “You’ll be just as dead either way.”

She swiped one of her arms at Yovis who shoved Davenport forward. The Namiall marched the prisoners back onto the gallery. Davenport didn’t like this, either, but anything was better than getting shot in the head.

The rest of Typhon Elexor kept going about their business like Davenport’s visit was just par for the course. None of the surrounding aliens even looked at the prisoners.

Yovis steered Davenport back around the corner, back to the same room where Davenport had regained consciousness. He couldn’t hope he would go there, not after Kiriala’s warning.

Yovis stopped the party at a different door next to the original room. He opened it and motioned Davenport and his friends inside. 

This room wasn’t much bigger than a closet, but Davenport didn’t see anything dangerous in there. Anything would be better as long as it meant getting away from these murderous aliens.

He stepped inside and Dice, Emmett, and Beauty joined him. There was barely enough space for all of them to stand up together. Yovis shut the door and silence fell over the four friends. 

“Do you still have any ChunkyTenders?” Beauty whispered to Davenport.

“You’re thinking about food now?” Emmett rasped. “You’re crazy!”

Davenport patted his pockets and located another ChunkyTender. “It might be kinda squashed, but it should taste the same.”

He handed it over and Beauty tore open the wrapper, but at that moment, the room in which they stood blasted upward with incredible force. It rocketed away picking up momentum by the second.

The G force buckled Emmett’s knees. He would have fallen if the other three bodies hadn’t clamped him in place.

“What the hell!” Dice roared.

“We’re launching!” Davenport yelled over the noise. “They’re sending us into orbit.”

“Let me guess where we’re going!” Emmett countered.

Davenport didn’t want to guess where they were going and he didn’t want to go back into orbit. All the enemies who wanted to catch him were in space. He would have thought until this morning that he would have been safer on the ground, but that was obviously a mistake.

The noise and pressure on the room’s walls built to a howl and then, with a sudden woof, everything went silent.

Davenport strained his ears to listen. The silence plagued his nerves even more than the noise and danger.

Something clunked against the walls and then silence descended again. Davenport stiffened. Here it came…. whatever it was.

Scuffling noises drifted through the walls and then the wall in front of him unfolded. It slammed down on the floor and the four friends peered out. They were in the hold of a Reserve Wing Stalwart and a bunch of armed soldiers held the four men at gunpoint.

Davenport hardly noticed them. His eyes locked on a tall officer standing well back from the rest. The man smiled at Davenport in cold, malicious triumph. It was Admiral Killian Joyce.








  
  
Chapter 4




Someone bumped Davenport’s shoulder, and before he could move, five more Reserve Wing soldiers shoved into the capsule that carried the four friends away from Ultra Meridian. 

An officer shot his arm past Davenport’s ear, pressed a syringe to Dice’s neck, and injected him with something. Davenport struggled to do something, but it was too late.

Dice went limp and his massive weight collapsed. He toppled against Davenport and Emmett. They could only scramble out of the way as Dice hit the floor.

The soldiers surrounded Davenport, Emmett, and Beauty in guns. Rough hands seized Davenport and stopped him from getting near Dice.

“You bastards!” Davenport raved. “What did you do to him?”

Admiral Joyce strolled over. “Calm down, Sheriff. We couldn’t have him going on another rampage, could we? Don’t worry. The truth serum won’t hurt him. It will just stop him from using his strength against us. You can’t blame us for that, can you?”

“You son of a bitch!” Davenport tried to charge Joyce, but the soldiers held him back. “You won’t get away with this! I already told you I don’t know where the Ithium is!”








