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Chapter 1




Five Reserve Wing soldiers grabbed Sheriff Mace Davenport, slammed him against the wall, and smashed his face into the cold steel to pin him there. 

“Don’t move, asshole!” one of them yelled in his ear. “One move and I’ll blow your damn head off!”

Davenport didn’t move and he didn’t try to, but they still did their best to rough him up anyway. 

Hands patted him down all over, searched his pockets, and then, for no reason, one of the soldiers punched him hard in the lower back.

“I said don’t move, you piece of shit!” the same guy roared.

Davenport groaned, but he refused to argue back. It wouldn’t make any difference.

They finished patting him down and then threw him down hard on the floor. He slammed onto his stomach.

Three people kicked him in the body with their heavy boots before someone pinned their boot on top of his head to hold him down.

“Stay there, scumbag!” the same soldier ordered.

Davenport wilted onto the floor—like he had a choice. Engine noise and vibrations buzzed through the floor into his chest, stomach, and the side of his cheek that the soldier squashed into the metal floor.

The noise whined higher and escalated to a deafening shriek. The ship Davenport was on was launching through the atmosphere of some planet. 

He didn’t know where they were. He had gotten captured on board a Reserve Wing Stalwart-class ship. The soldiers had kept him confined for so much of the time since then that he couldn’t keep track of where they took him.

They’d been on the ground for the last hour. Now they were launching again.

He relaxed into the floor for the trip, but the soldiers apparently decided to make him as uncomfortable as possible. 

They grabbed his arms, wrenched them behind his back, and lashed them together with some thin plastic cord that cut into his skin. They did the same thing to his ankles.

Once they tied him up, he could finally sink into the floor with another groan of pain. It was going to be a long trip and that was nothing compared to what he could look forward to once he got where he was going.

Just to confirm it, the soldier who’d been telling him to stay still chuckled. “You know what happens to rotten lawmen at Terminus Anathema, don’t you? Don’t worry, you traitorous piece of trash. The prisoners won’t let you suffer for long.”

He laughed again and dug his bootheel harder into the side of Davenport’s head. 

The soldier twisted his foot to grind Davenport’s skull into the floor, but just then, a door slammed somewhere and the soldier took his foot off Davenport’s head instantly.

The soldier put his foot on the floor and turned away. Davenport was too tired and relieved even to look to see what was going on. It wouldn’t be good whatever it was.

“Did you subdue the prisoner?” another man’s voice asked.

“Yes, Sir,” the soldier in charge replied. “We were just doing that now.”

Another pair of boots halted in front of Davenport’s face and then an officer Davenport didn’t recognize squatted down in front of Davenport’s eyes.

The guy bent over to scrutinize Davenport’s bruised face at close range. The officer’s expression hardened and Davenport braced himself for the worst.

“You beat him up,” the officer snapped. “That’s against Regulations. You’re Reserve Wing soldiers, not common thugs. Don’t lay another finger on him until we get there.”

The soldier muttered, “Yes, Sir,” and the officer moved off. He gave a few more orders about the running of the ship and walked out.

The other soldiers left Davenport lying on the floor. He didn’t want to let his guard down, but he couldn’t exactly defend himself if they did decide to do something else.

They didn’t do anything for a minute. Silence descended over the compartment except for the howl of engine noise through the floor under Davenport’s ear.

Then the same soldier walked over to him and stood towering over Davenport’s head. “We might not be able to lay a finger on you, but that won’t save you. You’re going where you belong—straight back to Hell.” 

The soldier chuckled low and then spat onto the side of Davenport’s face. The blob of spit hit Davenport’s cheek where the soldiers punched him before. Davenport winced.

The other soldiers laughed, too, and they all returned to their places. Davenport lay there tense and watchful for at least fifteen minutes before he let himself believe that the soldiers weren’t going to beat him up again or do anything else to him.

When they didn’t, he finally let his aching body relax into the floor again. He rested his head on the metal and waited for the trip to end—this leg of it, at least.

He must have fallen asleep because he woke up when the engine noise changed. It cycled down and the vibration slowed.

He opened his eyes and looked around. The same soldiers stood in the same places. They didn’t touch him until the engine noise died completely.

The ship hovered in space. Everything sounded way too quiet out there. It couldn’t last.

Half an hour dragged past until Davenport heard the sound of another ship screaming closer at high speed. Its engine noise screeched to a halt right next to the Reserve Wing transport and the soldiers pounced on Davenport.

“Time to go, asshole,” the same soldier told him.

The soldiers yanked Davenport to his feet and cut the cord around his ankles, but they left his wrists tied behind his back. They shoved and tugged him into position next to the compartment entrance. Three of them held him in position facing the closed door.

The noise from the other ship got closer. The engines whined and squealed as the ship twisted and turned to flank the Reserve Wing transport vessel.

Davenport tried to stay calm, but he already knew what awaited him on the other side of this door. He’d already served one seven-year sentence in Terminus Anathema.

He turned his life around and became a sheriff so he would never have to go back there. Now he was going back there. He was going back there as a sheriff.

The two ships locked together and the engine noise faded to a dull hum. Here it came.

A door behind this door slammed open and then the door in front of Davenport slid aside. He looked through it to an identical compartment on the other side of the opening.

Another ten armed Reserve Wing soldiers stood in the other compartment. Ten giant aliens sat strapped into seats lining opposite walls. Almost all the alien prisoners wore heavy iron manacles binding their limbs in place so the prisoners couldn’t break free.

All the prisoners looked up and glared at Davenport. He still wore the same clothes he had on when he left Ultra Meridian, including the sheriff’s star pinned to his vest.

“We couldn’t lay another finger on you until we got here,” the same soldier hissed in Davenport’s ear. “Now we’re here.”

He ended his sentence by punching Davenport in the back of the head. Davenport buckled to his knees. Then he collapsed on the floor as the soldiers who accompanied him here fell on him kicking him and punching him all over.

He huddled under the beating. He couldn’t even raise his arms to protect his head. The soldier who’d been insulting Davenport all this time finally gave him one last kick across the face.

The blow stunned Davenport and he tasted blood in his mouth, but the soldiers didn’t give him time to recover. They hauled him to his feet again, jerked him into position in front of the door, and the same soldier growled, “Good luck….Sheriff!”

The guy kicked Davenport in the back from behind and sent Davenport staggering into the other compartment. He sprawled across the floor right at the prisoners’ feet.

They all glared down at him just as furiously as before. They all saw those soldiers beat him up. The soldiers made sure to do it where the other prisoners would see.

If the soldiers beat up Davenport, that gave the green light for any other prisoner to do the same thing. Davenport could look forward to a whole lot more of this—for as long as he lasted.

The door slammed shut and the new soldiers grabbed Davenport. They cut the cord on his wrists, and before he could move, they threw him into a seat at the far end of the row, shackled him in place, and the two ships separated.

Davenport collapsed in his seat and his chin fell onto his chest. Blood dripped from his nose and lips. 

His head hurt and his whole body ached, but his ordeal was just beginning. Things would get a whole lot worse as soon as he got to the prison. He wasn’t even there yet.








  
  
Chapter 2




Davenport dragged his aching head up when the transport’s engines switched off. He was on the ground at last, but the absence of engine noise only sealed his fate. Now he had to face the music. 

The soldiers went through the transport unshackling all the prisoner passengers. The soldiers came to Davenport last.

The other prisoners stood up and each of them scowled at him before they turned away to leave the transport. 

They all dwarfed him in size and strength. They belonged to the biggest, strongest, most violent species in the Confederacy. Now he was about to get locked up with them.

The soldiers unlocked him from his seat. “Let’s go,” they told him.

He hauled himself out of his seat and turned to the exit. The transport’s rear hatch opened and the prisoners who’d been passengers on board formed a line heading into the prison.

A blast of scorching hot air seared Davenport’s skin when he got near the threshold. The smell of burnt rock stung his nose. He knew that smell.

The prisoners filed from the transport’s hatch to another entrance leading into the main intake building at Terminus Anathema. Davenport stepped out onto the landing platform. He knew where he was.

The prison sat on an island surrounded by a sea of lava on all sides. Spacecraft drifted down to land on the platform. Spacecraft was the only way into or out of the prison. 

A giant stone edifice covered the whole rest of the island. Only a few feet of rock separated the stone walls from the lava right outside the fortress.

A black ceiling of acrid clouds covered the sky. Hardly any sunlight penetrated the cloud cover. Most of the dim light came from the lava itself. It gave the island a dusky, stormy look that never went away, not even at night.

The whole place throbbed with punishing heat. Heat waves pulsed against Davenport’s skin, made it difficult to breathe, and smoke burned his lungs when he did breathe.

He caught the other prisoners eyeing him in the line while they waited to enter the building. Did they expect him to break down and cry when he saw where he was going?

How many of these prisoners knew who he was? He had a reputation at Terminus Anathema. That could be a blessing or it could be a curse.

Either way, showing up here wearing a sheriff’s star only earned him one fate. He might not even make it as far as entering the prison. The prisoners might kill him first. 

More armed soldiers flanked the line to guard it as the prisoners filed across the platform and into the intake building. 

The transport slammed its hatch shut the minute he stepped off the ramp. The transport fired up its engines and took off into the atmosphere to wait for the next shipment of prisoners. 

The Reserve Wing and the Sheriff’s Service were always bringing in new prisoners. He wouldn’t be the last in line for very long.

The line snaked into the building one person at a time. The process took forever and left him standing outside in the sweltering heat.

He made it halfway across the platform before a different transport dropped out of the clouds. It disgorged a group of prisoners as big and as threatening as the first.

Some of them bared their teeth and snarled when they saw Davenport wearing his star. Fantastic. He couldn’t wait.

The other prisoners joined the line behind him. He would have liked to turn around and face them so he could see the first hit coming, but he couldn’t do that. He had to face front and keep going.

The line passed through the building entrance doors and halted at a caged desk. Three Reserve Wing officers sat behind the wire grate entering the prisoners’ details into their database. 

One prisoner at a time approached the desk, gave his name, and the officers checked any details to make sure they logged in the right prisoner.

Only one of the three officers actually talked to the prisoners. The other two officers just sat there working on their computers. Davenport didn’t see what they were doing, but the whole check-in process took way too long.

A thick wall covered in windows blocked the prisoners from going any further into the building. As soon as a prisoner finished talking to the officer, he unlocked another security door leading to a large room behind that wall. 

The windows gave Davenport an eyeful of all the enormous prisoners standing in that inner room. None of them was shackled and no soldiers stood in there to guard them. The prisoners were free to mingle with each other.

More of them glared at Davenport through the glass. The prisoners put their heads together, whispered, and some of them pointed at him. Now they all knew he was here.

Three prisoners remained standing in front of him before he made it to the desk. Then two. Then one.

He stepped up to the cage. The officer behind the computer took one look at Davenport’s star and immediately looked away. “Name?” the officer snapped. 

“Mace Davenport,” Davenport muttered.

“Location of arrest?”

Davenport paused to think about it. Where exactly did he get arrested?

He’d been on the run for so long. He’d been a fugitive from the Reserve Wing….well, since Ultra Meridian. He didn’t get arrested there, though.

He took a chance and replied, “Pandora’s Needle.” He really did get arrested there. That was the first place he really got arrested—at least, that was the first place he got arrested this time.

The officer tapped on his computer. “Address?” he asked without looking up.

Davenport had to go through some more mental gymnastics before he decided how to answer. “Ultra Meridian Jail.”

If those words meant anything to the officer, he didn’t show it. “Conviction?” he snapped.

Davenport frowned. He hadn’t technically been convicted of anything.

The officer finally looked up. “Are you deaf? I asked what your conviction was.”

Davenport opened his mouth and hesitated. He finally blurted out, “I don’t have one.”

The officer gasped in annoyance, rolled his eyes, and turned away. “You can enter.”

He unlocked the door. It gave a loud buzz just in case anyone on both sides of the wall needed confirmation that he was coming inside.

He pulled the door open and stepped into the population waiting room. The tension inside spiked off the charts the instant he crossed the threshold. The door sounded extra loud when it slammed behind him.

The other prisoners glared at him even more furiously if that was possible. He didn’t see anyone here he knew, thank God.

He also didn’t have anywhere else to go, so he bit the bullet and advanced into the room. He only made it a few steps before the door buzzed open and someone else entered.

He sensed people behind him radiating hostility into him, but he didn’t turn around. He just had to take what was coming and hope the prisoners would put him out of his misery quickly.

He kept walking for another ten feet before three huge aliens strode over and halted in front of him. They all belonged to different species, and as soon as they showed up, another ten surrounded Davenport in a ring.

“You don’t belong here, porkchop,” one of the first three snapped. “What are you doing, showing up in here wearing that?” The guy jutted his pointed chin at Davenport’s star.

Davenport barely looked at the men confronting him. “I’m a sheriff. I didn’t stop being a sheriff when I got arrested.”

“You ain’t no sheriff, porkchop!” another alien barked.

“If I’m not a sheriff, why do you keep calling me, ‘porkchop’?” Davenport asked.

He probably shouldn’t have turned this into a joke, but he just couldn’t stand waiting any longer. He wanted them to hurry up, attack him the way he knew they were about to, and get it over with.

The first blow came from behind again. He didn’t see who threw it. A colossal impact hit him in the back of the head and his knees folded under him.

At least this time he had his arms free to cover his head. The aliens swarmed him kicking, punching, and cutting him all over through his clothes. 

He shut his eyes and waited for them to either stop beating him or just kill him outright. So many aliens filled this room that the officers at the desk couldn’t see what was going on.

They wouldn’t have done anything even if they could see. They hated Davenport as much as the prisoners did—maybe even more.

A punishing kick sent Davenport sprawling onto his back and his arms flew out of the way. He had half a second to see a giant Adik lunge for him and raise a knife.

The creature bent over Davenport’s prostrate body, snarled in Davenport’s face, and held the knife to his throat. “You ain’t no sheriff, asshole!” the Adik growled and ripped Davenport’s star off his vest.

Davenport shot out his hand to grab it, but it was already vanishing behind the Adik’s back. The star disappeared into the crowd and then another brutal kick knocked Davenport out.








  
  
Chapter 3




Davenport came to his senses being dragged across the floor by one leg. He tried to look around, but his head hurt too much. 

Prisoners from the waiting room surrounded him on all sides. They towed him across the floor heading deeper into the prison. 

The wardens and guards usually assigned the prisoners to their sections and cell blocks after the prisoners checked in at the intake desk. The wardens and guards assigned the prisoners to their sections and cell blocks in the intake waiting room.

Davenport must have been unconscious for that part because he saw that he was in Noma Section—the most dangerous part of the prison. The prisoners must have paid off the guards to let them bring Davenport in here.

He winced when the prisoners dragged him over a bump in the floor. He felt broken bones in his head, his ribs, and in all four limbs. 

He was in bad shape, but if he knew anything about Noma Section, his suffering wouldn’t last much longer. No one survived in here for long without some deep connections that Davenport didn’t have.

The prisoners dragged him past a giant tower of cells arranged in tiers rising out of sight. Armed guards and wardens lined every tier. 

Besides Davenport, the guards and wardens were the only humans in here. All the prisoners belonged to some alien race.

People came to the railings up and down the tiers and everyone looked down as the aliens dragged Davenport in. Cheers, wolf-whistles, laughter, and insults broke out from all sides.

The Adik from the intake waiting room hauled Davenport into the middle of the floor and threw him down there, but Davenport couldn’t even get up. He sprawled at his captors’ feet and waited for the end.

The Adik strode around Davenport and then kicked him in the stomach again. Davenport rolled onto his side clutching his already shattered ribs. Blinding pain made his vision blur again. Please Dear God let it be over.

He huddled in a ball counting down the seconds before this Adik killed him. What a relief that would be. The guards and wardens stood around watching. They made no move to stop any of this.

The Adik halted in front of Davenport’s eyes. Davenport saw the creature’s legs rising up to meet the muscular body.

The Adik raised Davenport’s star in one hand, leered down at the star, and then cracked his fanged mouth to grin at Davenport. “So long, porkchop. It was fun while it lasted.”

The Adik curled his fingers around the star to crush it. He raised his knife in his other hand, but at that moment, a deep, rumbling, husky voice called out, “Remus!”

The Adik spun around to look behind him. That must be his name. Remus.

The noise on the tiers died instantly and a hush fell over the whole section. No one moved for a second. Davenport coughed and a mouthful of blood bubbled across his cheek onto the floor. He was having trouble thinking clearly.

Just then, Remus stepped aside and all the other aliens parted in a tide retreating to both sides. Davenport had to concentrate before he realized they were parting to let a different alien come through.

This one was as big as the others but much thicker set in the shoulders. Its back hunched and its over-long arms hung from a burly, shaggy frame. 

Its thick neck jutted forward to hold a heavy, bony head in front of the shoulders. Small, dark eyes peered out of a face covered in shaggy fur. 

Spikes and short horns covered the head, face, and chin. It would have looked something like an Adik except that this creature was much thicker and furrier.

Davenport froze to the floor except that he felt himself shaking uncontrollably. Every breath made him flinch. He didn’t want to believe what he was seeing when Calyx Elkanon halted in front of his eyes.

Calyx definitely recognized Davenport. Calyx halted next to Remus and held out his hand without a word. Remus looked away and deposited Davenport’s star in Calyx’s hand.

Calyx studied it intently and growled low in that husky undertone. “I heard you became a sheriff, Davenport. I didn’t want to believe it, but now I see that it’s true. You said you would never come back here, but here you are—back where you belong. You didn’t really think you could turn to the other side, did you?”

Davenport didn’t answer. He couldn’t. He could barely breathe and his eyes wouldn’t center anymore.

Calyx kept studying the star. He barely looked at Davenport.

Calyx finally waved to the people around him. “Pick him up and bring him to my cell. Bring Drolla and Aino to give him medical treatment. You can put the knife away, Remus. You won’t be killing Davenport today.”

Calyx lumbered away into the crowd. Davenport panicked when he saw all the huge aliens moving in to grab him. He knew it would hurt and he didn’t want to face it.

He actually screamed out in pain when they picked him up and he passed out again. He felt hands touching him all over, fusing his many fractures, sealing his cuts, and doing other things to him that he didn’t want to think about.

He woke up lying on a bed in what looked like an apartment. A collection of couches, cushy chairs, a kitchen counter, some large bookshelves, and even a computer station decorated the place.

Two things told him he wasn’t in an apartment. For one thing, one wall consisted of bars leading out into the rest of Noma Section. He could see straight through the bars to the other prisoners milling around. All the same hulking species lived in here. 

Calyx stood in one corner watching Davenport closely. Calyx was the other thing that told Davenport loud and clear that, yes, he was still incarcerated in Terminus Anathema. He didn’t imagine that part of it—as if he could imagine it.

Calyx belonged to the Zihori people and six others stood around the cell entrance. It really was a cell even if it was five times the size of all the others in this section.

The Zihori stood guard over the door even though the bars stood open to the outside corridor. The other Zihori eyed Davenport, too.

One bed stood in a corner of the cell and Davenport lay on the bed with a blanket covering him. He wasn’t wearing any clothes under the blanket and all his recent injuries still hurt.

He groaned and hauled himself off the bed. “How long have I been out?”

“Ten hours,” Calyx told him. “What did you think was going to happen when you came back here?”

“I didn’t come willingly. Trust me.” Davenport looked around and saw a pile of clothes lying on a chair by the bed.

The tan canvas pants were brand new and so was the beige button-up shirt. They followed the same style as the clothes he’d worn at Ultra Meridian. Calyx must have brought these clothes in for Davenport to replace the torn bloody ones he had on when he arrived at the prison.

Fortunately, Davenport’s old, bloody, torn leather vest was still here. Calyx hadn’t replaced that. He knew Davenport too well for that.

Davenport sat up and put his feet on the floor. He felt like absolute trash. He couldn’t remember feeling this bad in a long, long time.

He picked the pants, stuck his feet into them, and tried not to notice all the Zihori watching him pull them on. Once he got them on, he could sit down and take a few more minutes to pull himself together. At least he wasn’t naked anymore.

“I saved your life, Davenport,” Calyx rumbled. “Aren’t you at least going to thank me?”

Davenport refused to look at him. “Thank you for saving my life. Now what do you want in return?”

“Do I need to want something in return to take you under my protection? You wouldn’t last ten seconds in here without it.”

Davenport pulled on the shirt and started buttoning it. “Where’s my star?”

“It’s gone,” Calyx told him. “Forget it.”

Davenport’s eyes snapped to Calyx’s small, dark, hard ones. “You’re lying. Where is it?”

“What do you want it for? You aren’t a sheriff. That’s ridiculous.”

“I am a sheriff. If you have it and you don’t give it to me, you’ll regret it. Now hand it over.”

Calyx narrowed his eyes at Davenport, but when Davenport didn’t break eye contact, Calyx picked up the star from a nearby shelf. The star had been lying in a little stone tray full of other knickknacks. 

Calyx crossed the cell and placed the star in Davenport’s hand before Calyx went back to his former place. “I don’t see why being a sheriff is so important to you.”

“You wouldn’t understand,” Davenport muttered while he pulled on his vest and boots. 

“Being a sheriff is a death sentence in here. You know that better than anyone.”

“How did you get transferred to Noma Section?” Davenport asked. “You were in Tunina Section before.”

“I decided to move down here. It’s better for business.”

Davenport snorted. “I bet it is.” He stood up. “Which cell am I assigned to? I’m guessing I’m not assigned to stay in here.”

“No, you’re assigned to the cell next door.”

“Great,” Davenport muttered. “Did you arrange that?”

“No, I didn’t have a chance to. The wardens assign everyone their cells at the intake desk. You know that. They assigned you without knowing the connection between us.”

Davenport pinned his star to his vest and headed for the door. He would have to push past all those Zihori to get outside. He wouldn’t be able to get outside if Calyx decided to keep him here.

“Davenport!” Calyx called after him. “Stay. Have dinner with me. I haven’t seen you since you got out. At least share one meal with me for old times’ sake.”

Davenport stopped in his tracks. He had to think before he made up his mind to turn around. “Don’t think you’re going to hold anything that happened between us as an obligation over my head, Calyx. We’re quits after last time.”

“We’re more than quits, Davenport,” Calyx countered. “You saved my life when you were inside last time. I won’t forget that—not ever. Please. It’s one meal. That’s all I’m asking. I won’t lay any obligation on you. I haven’t seen you in years. Please. Sit down and share a meal with me.”

Davenport hesitated. He didn’t want to walk into all his old associations in this prison. He wanted to draw a line in the sand to show that he wasn’t the person he was when he left.

It would be so easy to step right back into that old life. Everyone in here wanted him to, especially Calyx.

Life would be so much more pleasant if Davenport did that. Everyone and his mother in here would be after Davenport’s blood as long as he wore this star. They would do anything he said if he just went back to the person he had been before. 

He couldn’t do either without Calyx. Calyx was right about that. “All right,” Davenport finally agreed. “One meal.”

Calyx brightened up instantly and actually smiled. “I could have gotten you assigned to stay here. You would have been so much more comfortable than next door.”

Davenport didn’t make that suggestion into a joke. He could just imagine the conclusions everyone would come to if he moved in with Calyx.

“I’m surprised you don’t have your own people staying next door,” Davenport remarked. “I thought you’d have all your own people occupying the whole ground floor.”

“The man next door already had a cellmate when I moved in here. I put my people in the available cells nearest to me, but that cell already had two men in it. It wouldn’t have worked to put anyone else in there. Then the cellmate died, so there’s one man in there by himself.”

“Who is he?” Davenport asked. “Is he one of yours?”

“No, he doesn’t belong to any group.”

Davenport’s head shot up. “That’s impossible. He must belong to somebody.”

Calyx shrugged and started walking around the room. He pulled a table from the corner and started setting it for two. “He’s a strange one,” Calyx remarked. “I don’t understand him.”

“What is there to understand?” Davenport asked. “He must be a badass if he’s in Noma Section.”

“That’s the thing. He isn’t a badass. He’s just a normal man. I had my people pay off the intake officers to find out what this man was in for. They couldn’t find anything. He was never convicted of anything.”

Davenport snorted again. “Why am I not surprised?”

Calyx frowned at him. “What does that mean?”

“Nothing. So what species is this guy?”

“He’s human.”

Davenport’s jaw dropped. “What?!”

“He’s human. He’s the only other human prisoner in all of Noma Section besides you.”

Davenport shut his mouth with difficulty. “He can’t be human. He’d be dead now if he was.”

Calyx shrugged. “Like I said, he’s strange. You’ll see when you meet him.”

Davenport didn’t say anything to that. He stood in the middle of the room watching Calyx set the table. 

Calyx did everything exactly the way Davenport remembered. Nothing had changed in all the years Davenport had been working his ass off at Ultra Meridian.

He experienced another wave of vertigo. Nothing changed except himself. The rest of the world got frozen in amber while he transformed into a completely different person. 

None of these people knew the first thing about him. They couldn’t if they didn’t believe he became a sheriff.

Being a sheriff had become so interwoven into his being that he couldn’t imagine being anything else. It had become the bedrock of his whole identity, especially since he’d become a fugitive. 

None of these people would ever understand why being a sheriff was so important to him—and that somehow made it so much more important that he continue to be one.

Calyx pulled out a bottle from under his kitchen counter and waved it at the table. “Sit down. You’re making me nervous standing there.”

Davenport sat down. Calyx poured a glass from the bottle and put it in front of Davenport. He smelled the burgundy liquid swirling inside. 

It was Ezoru Ihi, one of the most expensive liquors in the whole Confederacy. Davenport hesitated to drink it. 

He’d always known that Calyx thought highly of him. Calyx let everyone know how much he thought of Davenport.

Davenport never fully grasped until this very minute just how much Calyx thought of Davenport. Calyx must think highly of Davenport if he served him Ezoru Ihi with his meal.

Calyx must do a whole lot more than think highly of Davenport. This bordered on something like worship…..or maybe some kind of religious admiration. Davenport couldn’t think of any other equivalent if Calyx was honoring Davenport like this.

The other Zihori stood around the doorway watching everything. Maybe Calyx was doing this to send them a message about who and what Davenport was. 

Calyx was showing them all how important Davenport was to him—to drive home the message that none of Calyx’s people should touch or interfere with Davenport even if he was wearing a sheriff’s star.

Calyx sat down opposite Davenport and picked up his glass. “So what brings you back? You were so adamant that you would never come back.”

“I wouldn’t have if I’d had any choice about it.”

“So what happened? I heard on the wires that you were back on Ekol Thaine’s payroll.”

Davenport shrugged. “Ekol and I have an arrangement. I agreed to help him out with something, but I’m not going back to work for him, either. I told him that.”

“So what happened? Why are you back now?”

“I got arrested. Isn’t that enough?”

“You—got arrested?” Now it was Calyx’s turn to snort. “I don’t believe that for a second. You didn’t get arrested. You don’t get arrested. You wouldn’t be here if something didn’t happen.”

Davenport swirled his drink in his glass and finally took a sip. The liquor tasted as delicious as he’d always heard it would be. He never thought he’d live long enough to try it, especially not under circumstances like this.

Calyx didn’t interrupt Davenport’s thoughts. That was one good thing about Calyx. He knew when to keep silent when the situation called for it.

“I’m the Sheriff of Ultra Meridian,” Davenport finally replied. “I was responsible for searching every ship going out to Sacron Enigma and every ship coming back inside Confederate space. I searched a smuggler’s ship and found a cartridge of Ithium on board. I confiscated it….and then the Reserve Wing attacked, stole it, and tried to pin the theft on me when I moved to apprehend them. One of their admirals tried to kill me and I’ve been both on the run from capture and trying to retake the Ithium all at the same time. That’s all there is to tell. Admiral Joyce got the Ithium and threw me in here to stop me from going after him again.”

Calyx’s eyes flew wide open. “Ithium! I’ve been trying to get my hands on some of that for years.”

“Dream on,” Davenport countered. “You will be the absolute last person who ever gets their hands on any Ithium if I have anything to say about it.”

“Come on, Davenport!” Calyx exclaimed. “I’ll give you anything you want if you get the Ithium for me. I’ll even get you out of here.”

“There is no amount of money you could give me that would make me do that. I’m in here right now because I tried to stop people like you from getting it. You might not believe that I’m a sheriff, but I am one. No one is getting that Ithium.”

“You want to get it,” Calyx pointed out.

“No one who wants to use it is going to get it,” Davenport corrected.

“And what will you do with it once you get it away from Admiral Joyce?”

Davenport shrugged. “That isn’t as important as getting it away from him—and you—and Ekol.”

Calyx’s eyes hardened. “So Ekol wants the Ithium, too?”

“Forget it, Calyx,” Davenport snapped. “You aren’t getting it. Period.”

Just then, a short, scaly Bunkit hustled into the cell carrying two large silver trays with dome-shaped covers over them. He put the trays down in front of Calyx and Davenport, swept off the covers with a grand flourish, and fragrant steam billowed into Davenport’s nostrils.

His mouth started watering when he saw a slab of juicy rare steak, piles of steaming vegetables, potatoes, and pasta, and a crisp, fresh salad on one side.

The Bunkit bowed low, said, “Bon appétit,” to Calyx and Davenport, and left.

Calyx waited until the Bunkit disappeared. Then Calyx picked up his knife and fork and started carving into his steak like he ate like this every night. Maybe he did. Davenport wouldn’t have been surprised.

“I heard you had some trouble with Mexia,” Calyx went on. “I’ll send someone out to punish her, of course. I can’t have her betraying my people. I still have a business to run, after all.”

Davenport didn’t say anything for a minute, but he couldn’t keep sitting here with this food in front of him. He did agree to share a meal with Calyx. Did this meal mean Davenport was signing on to work for Calyx? 

Davenport couldn’t make up his mind what it meant, but he was too hungry not to eat this food. He cut a piece off his steak and put it in his mouth. 

He kept his expression blank while he ate it. He didn’t want Calyx to ever find out—much less comment on—the food Davenport had been eating at Ultra Meridian all these years.








  
  
Chapter 4




Davenport finished his meal and excused himself by telling Calyx that he was tired and wanted to get some sleep—which was true. Davenport couldn’t remember feeling so tired. 

He had to shoulder his way between all the Zihori to get out of Calyx’s cell. Then Davenport had to shoulder his way through a bunch of Adiks and other enormous prisoners to get to the cell next door.

He became aware that he wouldn’t be walking around alive right now if he wasn’t still under Calyx’s protection. Calyx did more than save Davenport’s life from Remus and the other prisoners.

Calyx would continue to save Davenport’s life every hour of every day. Davenport wouldn’t survive a day in here without that. Calyx was right about that.

Davenport hated being in Calyx’s debt, but it sure looked like Davenport was in Calyx’s debt. That made Davenport Calyx’s lieutenant whether he wanted to be or not. 

He staggered into the next cell. It was tiny compared to Calyx’s palatial mansion. 

One set of two bunks stood against one wall. The rest of the cell consisted of two feet of space between the bunks and the other wall. There was no other furniture in the place apart from a hole in a corner of the floor to serve as a toilet.

A human man lay stretched out on the lower bunk. He propped his shoes on the blankets while he flipped the pages of an old-fashioned paper magazine.

His straight, dirty-blonde hair hung down to his shoulders and over his forehead so it got in his eyes, too. 

His smooth features and wide blue eyes made him look like the most innocent man alive. He couldn’t have been more out of place in Noma Section if he’d dropped out of the sky.

The guy’s eyes flicked down to Davenport’s star and then the guy went back to reading with exaggerated disinterest. “I heard they assigned a sheriff to this cell.”

“That’s me,” Davenport replied. “If you have a problem with that, you better say so now.”

The guy didn’t look up. “I don’t have a problem with it. Some of my best friends are sheriffs.”

Davenport snorted. “Now I’ve heard everything.”

He climbed up to the top bunk, kicked off his boots and peeled off his socks, and left them at the end of the bed while he stretched out.

He was just settling down when Calyx called from out in the corridor. “Davenport! Come here! I want you to meet someone.”

“Later!” Davenport called back without opening his eyes. “I told you I’m sleeping here.”

“Come now,” Calyx insisted. “It’s important.”

“Then why didn’t you introduce me while I was still upright?” Davenport shot back.

No one answered. Davenport sighed. This nonsense about being in Calyx’s debt was already becoming a chore.

He swung his legs over the bunk and jumped down to the floor in his bare feet. He turned to leave the cell when Calyx showed up with Remus standing next to him.

“Davenport, this is Remus,” Calyx announced. “Remus, this is Davenport.”

Davenport stiffened when he came face to face with the Adik who tried to kill him. “We met earlier.”

“Well, now you’re going to become best friends,” Calyx told him. “You’re going to be my lieutenant and Remus here will be your deputy. If you need anything, you just tell him. He’ll be responsible for making sure you have everything you need to enforce my rule. Remus here will do anything necessary to defend your life even if it means sacrificing his own.” He turned to Remus. “Is that clear, Remus?”

Remus glared at Davenport and then muttered out the side of his mouth, “Yeah. It’s clear.”

“Good. I’m glad we got that straightened out.” Calyx slammed Remus on the shoulder and walked out of the cell. He left Remus and Davenport standing there face to face.

Remus kept glaring in murderous fury. Davenport studied the creature just as closely. He’d come to feel almost affectionate toward Dice. Remus was nothing like Dice. 

Dice had a kind of brutish intelligence that made him almost endearing. He was also dead loyal to his crewmates.

He had become one of the few people in the known universe that Davenport trusted to do the right thing even when circumstances didn’t suit it. That quality alone had come to count for so much these last few weeks.

Remus, on the other hand, was a hardened criminal—not that Dice wasn’t one, too. 

Davenport didn’t trust Remus as far as he could throw him—which wouldn’t have been more than a few inches.

Davenport did understand Calyx, though. If Calyx told Remus to defend Davenport with his life, Remus would do it. Remus would do anything Calyx told him to do, even defend Davenport.

Remus narrowed his eyes at Davenport for a full two minutes. Davenport stood his ground and held Remus’s gaze the whole time. 

Davenport didn’t look away once. He had to earn Remus’s respect and Davenport couldn’t do that with Calyx always intervening to save Davenport from his grizzly fate.

Remus finally turned away and walked out of the cell. Davenport slumped and turned around to climb back into his own bunk. He almost collided with his new cellmate standing right behind him.

Davenport jolted before he remembered that this guy didn’t pose any threaten to Davenport.

Davenport frowned at the guy, but he just stood there. The guy stared back at Davenport with an intense, penetrating gaze like he was trying to figure Davenport out—as if there could be anything to figure out.

“Is there a problem?” Davenport finally asked.

“Nope,” the guy replied. “No problem.”

Davenport waited for a minute. “Do you have something you want to say to me?”

“Davenport, is it? That’s your name?”

“That’s right.” Davenport waited again. “What’s yours?”

“Duni,” the guy replied. “My name is Duni.”

Davenport frowned even more. That was a strange name. It was nothing like any human name he’d ever heard. The guy also didn’t offer any last name to go with it. Davenport could think of a lot of explanations for that, though. 

“What are you in for?” Davenport asked. “How did you wind up in Noma Section?”

Duni burst out laughing, cracked a crazy grin, and turned away to stretch out on his bunk again. “Now I know you’ve been talking to Calyx about me.”

“So what if I have?” Davenport asked. “You must realize how unusual it is for any human to get assigned to this section.”

Duni picked up his magazine and started flipping the pages again. “You’re assigned to this section.”

“I got assigned to this section so the prisoners could kill me. How long have you been here?”

“Four years,” Duni replied without taking his eyes off the pages.

“How did you survive?”

Duni shrugged and turned another page. “No one messes with me. I haven’t had any problems since I’ve been here.”

Davenport couldn’t stop frowning at the guy. Nothing about the guy made sense. Duni looked like he might be in his early twenties at the most. 

“Did your old cellmate protect you?” Davenport asked.

“No, I protected him,” Duni muttered behind his magazine. “And he died of natural causes. He was old.”

Davenport’s curiosity got the better of him. Something about this young man made Davenport want to find out the whole story. He knew now that there was one and it was probably a really interesting one.

“Does that mean you’re going to protect me, too?” Davenport asked.

Duni laughed again and shot Davenport the same crazy grin over the top of his magazine. “I heard you don’t need protection.”

“Of course I do,” Davenport replied. “You must have seen what the Adiks did to me when they first brought me in.”

“That was before. You don’t need protection now.”

“Because I have Calyx’s protection,” Davenport countered. “Is that what you mean?”

“No. The other part.”

Davenport looked away. He didn’t want to think about the other part.

He let the subject drop, climbed back up to his own bunk, and lay down where he was before. His exhaustion was really starting to become overwhelming.

The minute he shut his eyes, the other part came rushing into his mind. He’d never needed Calyx’s protection before today. Davenport had spent years in this prison. He never needed anyone’s protection because he took care of himself.

He might be walking around wearing a sheriff’s star, but he already felt that part of himself waking up. He needed to become that person again. He wouldn’t survive without it.

He didn’t want to survive without it. He wanted to become that. He wanted to become someone the other prisoners feared too much even to think about double-crossing. No one would have dreamed of even arguing with him before.

He could become that again and he wanted to. This place did something to him. He was about to change again. He could already feel it, but he wasn’t about to change back into the monster he’d been before.

He was about to become something ruthless, something dangerous, something deadly, but he would still be a sheriff. He would always be a sheriff. 

He would just be a different kind of sheriff—the kind that could walk at liberty in Terminus Anathema and make people shrink from him in ways they wouldn’t shrink from anyone else, not even Calyx Elkanon.








