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Chapter One
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Max’s whole family–his tentacly husband and the three children he had been surrogate for–were crowded into the roundish, octogonish control room, which was rare enough. The kids annoyed Rick so much that he often didn’t want the boys near his work, but this was a special occasion. 

Even Dee, the only other human on the ship, had slipped into the room, although she hovered near the back wall.

James got so excited he blew a whale song before shouting, “I see Hidden Planet. I see Hidden Planet.” Born on the ship, this was the boys’ first chance to see where their species came from.

The rest of them could see the planet as well as James, but Max draped an arm around his excitable middle child.

“You speak obvious,” Xander said dismissively. The sophisticated business translator was better at communicating tone now, which was not good with the two younger siblings. Max had lived in bliss before the improved translator revealed the brothers got along about as well as Max and his little brother Petey–which was to say not well.

“It’s a beautiful planet,” Max said, hoping to soothe any ruffled tentacles.

Rick’s walking tentacle was stiff and several of his smaller tentacles had curled into curly fries of distress. Max extricated himself from James and moved to Rick’s side. When he’d first met his husband, he’d jokingly nicknamed him “Rick” after “Rick and Morty” because of his loud, beltchy voice. However, now that they had the business communication facilitator, he realized Rick was soft spoken. Well, for a Hidden one, anyway.

“Are you okay?” Max whispered.

“I am physically unharmed.” Rick pulled away. “I must prepare transmission for transmitting.” His walking tentacle was so stiff he jerked and lurched his way to the computer. 

Kohei watched his father, slowly rotating until he stared out of his largest eye. 

“It is a gorgeous planet,” Dee agreed. She stood to one side, careful not to intrude in the small knot of family gathered around the screens. At least Max hoped it was respect and not prejudice that made her stand there.

On the viewscreen, the Hidden Planet slowly rotated, blues and greens streaked with clouds. Part of the planet was shadowed, and necklaces of sparkling lights spun through the darkness. Hidden ones were born in water, but they lived their adult lives on land. It meant they built their cities only on the coasts and shallows of the great oceans. Where the sun shone, long trails of white wisps like cotton candy streamed across the sky.

Unlike Earth, no part of the world was stained brown with pollution. None of the clouds were gray with particulates. It was paradise.

“What is Rick transmitting?” Dee asked.

“The Hidden ones don’t handle change well, so they’re going to be confused and stressed when the other species treat them differently.” When Max and Rick had registered their marriage, Rick earned the right to bypass the economic sanctions on his people by having Max sell his programs.

But a more important change had slipped past them. Just like the judge had designated humans as Unbalanced ones due to Max’s tiny anger management problem and habit of stomping on the tentacles of anyone who annoyed him, the judge had put an asterisk on the name Ugly ones. The official records now said ‘Hidden ones’ was the more accurate and less biased term, replacing ‘Ugly ones’ as a legal term.

While a name change didn’t equal getting economic sanctions lifted or forcing the rest of the universe to accept the Hidden ones, it had made other traders less... well... butt-facey. Before the name change, Max had stomped a lot of tentacles because of generally shitty attitudes, and since that day, he’d been fifty percent less likely to “accidentally” bring his boot down on someone’s reproductive tentacle.

He had read anatomy texts to know how to make aliens regret calling his husband and children names; he knew which tentacles handled reproduction in at least a dozen species. A surprising number were vulnerable to boots, but given the universe had a lack of bipedal lifeforms, that shouldn’t be a surprise. And when aliens had a more protected reproductive system, Max still had elbows.

“Rick is sending them information on humans and the court case so they know why some of the traders are less prejudiced,” Max explained.

“Traders recognize Rick Father and Max Father are excellent partners for trade,” Kohei said, always quick to share compliments. Given Rick’s talents with navigational programs and the work Max and James had done to improve alien weapons, he was right.

Without taking his focus off the screens, Rick said, “Money talks. It’s their money, and they need it now.” Rick was addicted to quoting commercials. It had officially become the one part of Rick that annoyed Max. Badly.

“So, are we going to Earth after we send the message?” Dee asked. She had a husband waiting for her, versus Max who would have to convince the Air Force to accept that he had committed to his Hidden one husband. He was supposed to belong to the Air Force for at least one more year. Given the news reports had shown widespread rioting on Earth after aliens had a high-speed ship chase through Earth space, he suspected the military wouldn’t be approving early separations.

“No!” James belched. “I want to see Hidden World. Hidden World waters are my birthright.”

Birthright? Max had no idea what he had been watching to learn that word.

Kohei spoke up, the translator’s tone firm. “Rick Father is busy. Max Father needs to return to planet of kidnapping. Max Father’s friend Dee must return to husband.”

“I want the waters,” James repeated.

“Swimming without machine waters would be fun,” Xander added. He was not be as adventurous as James, but he was curious about his father’s planet. He might have said more, but he avoided agreeing with James. Ever.

“We could...” Max trailed off when Rick’s tentacles curled tighter. Max sometimes verbally poked around Rick’s family, but Rick would fall back into general lectures about Hidden one culture. They didn’t believe parents should control or even guide children. The young were born with all their logic circuits closed, and effective parents provided information and financial support until they could be independent.

In the distant past, that had meant Hidden ones’ children had followed their parents, learning to hunt and build homes in the shallows by watching them. In the modern age, it meant parents constructed protected pools with elaborate view screens and holographic projectors so children could learn about their world. Of course, their children had also watched the Earth shows they had captured from the tiny satellite Rick had dropped close to the planet.

But any attempt to push Rick about his father, or more accurately, his parent, had ended with Rick deciding the ship needed his immediate attention. The more Max pushed, the more Rick polished the undersides of floor panels.

“We will visit Hidden Planet,” Rick said loudly, but the computer’s artificial voice had a tremor, and his smallest tentacles were now curled into tight balls dangling beneath his oversized head with its ridiculous floppy tool hat.

“Dee has not seen her husband for a year,” Max mumbled. If landing made his husband miserable, he was firmly anti-landing. “We could return after dropping her off.”

“Agreed,” Kohei bugled.

Unfortunately, Dee chose that moment to be selfless. “I appreciate the ride, so if you want to stop at home first, that’s fine. A few days won’t make a difference to me.”

Rick seemed to shrink in on himself, and now Xander’s tentacles curled in distress. He’d noticed something was up with his father. Rick rotated, his largest eye pointing right at Xander before he stiffened his tentacles, stretching them so hard the skin got shiny. “We visit Hidden World. We discuss changing policy of polonium-headed poop faces that think they run the galaxy,” he said.

“Unnecessary,” Kohei protested.

“Offspring must choose their own direction,” Rick bugled back, his determination clear through his volume, even without the fancy-dancy business translator.

For the first time, James noticed something was wrong. He rotated, his largest cluster of eyes focusing on Kohei then Rick then Kohei before he leaned toward Max. “Max Father makes everyone worry. I am not ready to abandon emotionally fragile Max Father who wants to watch over offspring. I will not swim away without looking back.” Then, as though that had solved every issue, James glided out of the control room, probably to go back to his workshop. He was turning into a mad scientist with his inventions. He was also a tentacle reading idiot who couldn’t distinguish the slightly curled tentacle of hunger from the deep curly-fry of distress from the tightly knotted tentacle of fear.

Rick was afraid, and the other two kids were reacting. Kohei’s tentacles quivered, and Xander’s balled up. Rick must have noticed because he stretched his tentacles until they were stiff as tiny little boards.

Dee took a step closer, her gaze on Max. Her expression telepathically demanded answers, but the problem was Max didn’t have any. 

Did he know something was wrong between Rick and his family? Sure. Did he know what?

Nope. Nada. Zip. Zitch. Because Rick was a close-mouthed bastard when he wanted to be.

“I am good father. I will allow offspring to swim in the direction of their choice,” Rick bellowed, and even the translator sounded angry. “Home is the zone with the helpful hardware man,” he finished, mangling another of the commercial jingles he was so fond of. Before Max could ask him to explain, Rick almost knocked him over rushing from the room.

“Fabricator in level C-9 require repair,” Rick shouted. Then Rick was gone.

The C deck only had levels one through eight.

Yep, nothing strange here. The last time they’d had this much awkwardness, Max had mistranslated nanny and had taken a job as Rick’s surrogate baby not-momma.

Given how awkward that had been, even approaching that level of weirdness was impressive.

Not good, but impressive.

“I should...” Max couldn’t failed to find good lie, so he made like a tree and leafed. 
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Chapter Two
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The kids left him alone, but Dee tracked him down in the small workshop Max had claimed for himself. It wasn’t as elaborate as Rick’s control room or as crowded with various bits and bobs of mysterious technology as James’s lab, but it was his. Max was working on a new design for interior security locks when the door slid open for Dee.

Without preamble, she asked, “Can you explain what’s going on with James and Rick?”

“Nope,” Max said. He could have added more, but he lacked the energy. 

He immediately regretted it because Dee seemed offended. “I suppose it’s a family secret,” she said with a touch of bitterness.

“If it is, no one has let me in on the secret,” Max explained. “Rick won’t tell me anything about his family.”

The aggravation on Dee’s face vanished, replaced by confusion. “What? Rick tells you everything. Over the dinner table, Rick complements your asymmetrical intestines. I didn’t think Rick had any personal boundaries.”

Max snorted. “You’d be amazed at how many times my asymmetrical intestines get brought up. He is also fond of the placement of my heart and irregular human eyes.” As much as Max appreciated having an expressive husband who was comfortable giving compliments, what Rick chose to complement was... odd.

“Eyes are irregular?”

Max shrugged. “Apparently the color is unevenly streaked. Rick likes to flatter me, but humans are too symmetrical for traditional compliments about the size, shape and placement of my many eyes. And I lack the handsome red tips of the best tentacles.” He wiggled his fingers, which Rick still had a habit of calling boned tentacles.

“Don’t kid yourself. Rick thinks you’re perfect. But why is he so tight-lipped. Is there something dangerous on the Hidden planet?”

Max rolled away from the designs laid out on his desk. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

She frowned. “What do we know about the political situation? Are there civil wars? Is the planet unstable and their sun about to go supernova leading to us being turned into a cinder? I’m reaching for science fiction plots here, but there has to be some reason why Rick is being so weird, even for Rick.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s a family issue.”

Dee wrinkled her nose. “So you have shitty in-laws? Welcome to the club. My mother-in-law refuses to eat anything I cook. She says it tastes like jet fuel, probably because she hates my job. That’s not a reason to panic.”

Again, Max shrugged. “I genuinely don’t know.”

“Do the kids know?”

“Not a chance. Kohei is picking up on his father’s discomfort, and Xander realized today that Kohei and I were both trying to convince Rick not to land.”

Dee threw her hands in the air in unvarnished frustration. “Why does James get to outvote everyone? Why didn’t you tell me there was a problem with Rick’s family before I volunteered to postpone the trip to Earth? Why do I feel like we’re walking onto a battle ground?”

Max leaned back in his chair and stretched his spine. “James wants to swim on his home planet, and Rick is determined to be a perfect father.”

“That’s a disaster in the making. He does realize by definition all parents suck, right? I mean, even wonderful parents objectively suck a large percentage of the time.” Dee’s expression twisted.

“I’ve tried to tell him. He’s the good parent; I’m the one who sucks. I set up James and Xander to resent each other because I spent so much time with Xander when he was born premature. Then I spent so much time with James to fix it. And I’m pretty sure Kohei only tolerates me.” Max was carrying more than fifty percent of his parental load on the sucking front.

“At least you’re parenting them. I’m not sure Rick does anything to interact with the kids.”

“For Hidden ones, that’s desirable. Kids are supposed to independently explore the world. Parents protect them from life-threatening dangers and provide educational materials, but for Hidden ones, parenting is getting out of the kids’ way. And that’s why Rick won’t say no. If James wants to explore, then in Rick’s Ward Cleaver ‘perfect father’ universe, he has to make that happen.”

Dee sat backwards on a second chair, straddling the narrow back. “Ward Cleaver? Really? Can’t you at least find a more modern example of fatherhood? I don’t trust people who never lose their temper. That family is creepy.” She shuddered. “So, what contingency plans do we have if everything goes FUBAR?”

“What do you mean?”

“Escape plans if you do something illegally stupid again.”

Max narrowed his eyes. “Are we going to ignore the fact I never would’ve been arrested if you hadn’t given Carrington information on human technological levels?”

“Only if you ignore the fact you were trying to pull a con. And actually, I might’ve supported you, but you didn’t even tell me what you were doing. I couldn’t afford to turn down a job.”

She had a point. Max had lucked out with a social worker who had helped him find a good job. She had some schmuck who had shoved her in front of the computer before disappearing. Lazy public sector workers were ubiquitous. He had evidence now. “We should talk to Xander and Kohei about any plans.”

She hesitated before answering. “I hate the idea of pulling your children into this discussion.”

“You don’t have to tell me. I get it. They’re not even two years old. They should be babbling and learning how to walk, but they’re Hidden one children, and they have grown up watching educational videos about their home planet. If we need to make contingency plans, we should involve them.”

“And not Rick?” Dee asked after an awkward silence.

Guilt clawed up Max’s spine. “I would love to include Rick, but every time I mention his family, he runs off to repair some imaginary damage. If I push too hard, he’ll crawl into an alien version of a spacesuit and hammer the rivets on the outside the ship. Rick’s people are called Hidden ones because their first reaction to danger is to hide.”

“Do you think there’s physical danger?” Until now Dee had projected aggravation and annoyance, but her fear was now on display. They were two humans alone in a universe that wasn’t designed for them, and she didn’t even have the benefit of having an alien family. 

“Rick wouldn’t land the ship if there were real danger,” he assured her. “He would cut off his own tentacles before endangering the kids.”

Max should stop there. He was pretty sure there was something in the Husband Handbook about having each other’s backs and never sharing embarrassing stories about each other. And he always swore to himself he would live by his own internal Good Husband Handbook when he got married, but Dee deserved to have all the information.

“But he sucks at threat assessment. When Rick was finishing the navigation program we sold, the proximity alert alarm kept going off. He didn’t immediately see the pirate ship on radar, so he assumed it was a malfunction.” Max took a deep breath before admitting, “He turned off the alarms. That’s how we got boarded right after the kids were born.”

Dee stared at him.

Max stared back.

Eventually she tangled her fingers in her tightly curled hair. “Your husband is a moron,” she announced.

“My husband is brilliant. He’s kind. He’s thoughtful and funny and patient. But yes, he is slightly a moron. Rick not seeing potential danger is not the same as us being safe.”

Dee sagged. “Well shit. If things go as FUBAR like on the last planet...”

“You have to admit, that ended well. You got reparations for being isolated, Rick’s people got relabeled as Hidden ones and the rest of the universe learned to respect that Rick, and his species, has some mad programming skills. That’s not a bad outcome.”

Dee stared at the ceiling before turning a withering glare on him. “And humans are now officially listed as Unbalanced ones because every time someone insults your husband or children you go a bit psychotic.”

He had stomped a lot of tentacles. “I’ll send a request for Xander and Kohei. But honestly, we’re probably being paranoid. I’m sure this is a family issue and it will turn out Rick is trying to avoid me being dragged to family dinner where I’ll be regaled with stories of his exes.” Max winced as he thought about what that would be like. He continued in a much whinier voice, “I don’t want to hear about my husband’s exes.”

“Better safe than sorry, so call your kids,” Dee said without any sympathy.
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Chapter Three
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The ship landed with a thud that made the hull rattle and the safety straps dig into Max’s armpits. Harnesses built for tentacles were not kind to human anatomy.

“Honey, we’re home,” Rick said. Max didn’t think the phrase fit this situation. Rick and two of the three children had curly tentacles of distress. Heck, James probably regretted asking to come if his stiff tentacles were anything to judge by. He was too stubborn to admit his discomfort.

Like father, like son. The two had honed being ornery into an artform. Or a weapon. Sometimes it felt vaguely weapony.

“So what do we need to do? Do we need to check in with someone? Have our passports stamped? File birth certificates for the children?” Max put as much cheer into his voice as possible. Not only did his family need reassurance, but he was on the verge of a mini-panic attack himself. As much as Max had grown used to the alienness of the ship and the semi-edibleness of most of the food, every time he had to do something new, he felt his anxiety ramp up. 

Maybe he could get out of returning to the Air Force by developing a panic disorder. He was at least fifty percent of the way there, so one good shove would turn him into a neurotic mess.

“I find swimming waters for James,” Kohei said. 

Rick released the straps on his safety harness. “Must explain to Hidden ones on Hidden world why the outsiders call them Hidden ones and not Ugly ones. Must announce pair bonding. Must list offspring. Then must leave quickly quickly quickly quickly quickly.” He stretched his squiggly tentacles. He’d get one arm extended to its full, impressive, red-tipped length, and two others would curl. It was a never-ending fight Rick was not winning.

“I swim quickly and return,” James said, which was as good as an apology from their stubborn middle child.

Kohei said, “I escort brother James to avoid insult.”

James bugled his displeasure. “I am not insulting.”

Max could argue that point, but describing his son’s faults led to hurt feelings, so he kept his mouth shut. Being a parent was hard. He was used to letting his sarcasm spillout on people who irritated him, and as much as he loved his kids, they annoyed him more than every other sentient creature in the universe combined.

Xander was not as circumspect. He blew a raspberry of amusement, at least until Max pinned his youngest child with an unhappy look. Then Xander’s head lowered in apology.

“Quickly quickly,” Rick said. “If ship relocates, search directory for information.”

That was an alarming suggestion. “Will our ship move?” The shipyard was a huge, flat plane with all the grass burnt off and no real infrastructure. There was a lack of ship berths.

“Shelter below ground,” Rick said. With that, Rick flowed toward the exit, using his longer arms to rush into the corridor that led to the exit ramp. Max rushed to follow. Whatever weirdness was going on, Max didn’t want his husband facing it by himself. They were married, so all weirdness was shared equally.

Xander tried to follow, but Rick whirled around. “No,” he bellowed. “Stay with ship. With ship.” Rick was the soft-spoken parent who never issued orders, so his outburst startled Max and Xander’s tentacles jerked like he had touched a hot stove. Rick had drawn himself up to his full height, which was enough to make his tool hat clank against the ceiling, but then he shrank without voicing an apology. 

Max and Xander stood in shocked silence. Even Dee’s mouth was open, but Rick glided down the corridor toward the exit, ignoring them.

Oh yeah, there was something seriously wrong with his husband.

Max ran to catch up. “You’re freaking me out a little bit.”

“Clarify.” Rick was speed gliding, and Max made a grab for the closest tentacles and pulled him to a stop. Behind him, Dee collided into him before huffing. However, she backed away, giving them an illusion of privacy.

Max lowered his voice to a whisper. “Tell me what’s going on. Something is bothering you, and I can’t help unless you tell me what it is.”

“Clarify. Query. Is that a query?”

Oh yeah, Rick was intentionally playing up the language barrier. Max could play this game. “Query. What is going on?”

Rick shimmied and sank lower on his curling walking tentacle. Dee cleared her throat and said, “I think I need to do my laundry. I don’t remember doing my laundry today.” She retreated down the hallway in the opposite direction of her sleeping quarters. Subtle.

“I’m your husband,” Max said. 

“Unnecessary information to repeat. We are covenant husbands,” Rick said.

“Yeah, well you’re supposed to tell me what’s going on because we’re married.” He almost felt guilty about the abject misery causing Rick’s tentacles to curl tighter than ever. But if he had to make his husband miserable to get information, he would.

“More than one person has claim to ship of Rick,” Rick said after an awkward silence. More than one...

“Clarify. The ship’s co-owner is on the planet?”

Rick made a tiny chirp that might have been a “yes” or a burp. It was hard to tell. “And we want to get off the planet before he can reclaim his ship,” Max guessed. Yeah, that could be a major problem. “Who has a better claim for possession of the ship?”

“Neither,” Rick bellowed; then he said softer, “The alternate owner of ship is more popular than Rick.”

Well, shit. “Kohei will make sure James returns quickly. We’ll take off as soon as the kids are back. We don’t even have to get off the ship at all,” Max said. He knew Rick wanted to explain the recent changes to his people, but if they liked this other person more than Rick, then fuck ‘em. Max felt no need to be helpful or reasonable with people who didn’t respect his husband. And that was ignoring potential issues of grand theft spaceship.

“I will never become more popular if I hide,” Rick said.

Max hadn’t thought Rick wanted popularity. “You don’t need your people to like you, so if you want to go meet them, great. If you want to hide in the ship and work on your navigation program, that’s great, too,” Max said. “You don’t owe your people any explanations.”

Rick shrunk, his walking tentacle picking up a strong clockwise twist. “Hidden ones will be confused by new attitude of others.”

“Their confusion is not your problem,” Max insisted. “You’re welcome to leave them confused. You don’t owe them anything.”

“To avoid contact is to miss opportunity for sales in contravention of embargo.”

Max did want to go around that damn embargo the rest of the universe put on Hidden ones. One microscopic political disagreement and an anti-navigation net over this part of the universe, and everyone overreacted. However, family meant more than sticking it to ‘the man’ or even ‘the universe.’ He caught Rick’s tentacles, holding tightly and feeling the involuntary contractions as stress coursed through Rick’s body. “Do we need money?” he asked, knowing the answer. He kept a closer eye on their accounts after Rick let them go nearly broke before cutting James off from the expensive raw materials.

“We register pair bonding and announce children before we leave quickly quickly quickly quickly quickly,” Rick said, using his greater strength to free his tentacles. 

Max sighed. “I’m going with you.” At least Xander and Kohei had orders to make sure someone was on the ship at all times. If someone wanted to repo it, they would have to navigate upgraded security features–the strongest he and James could come up with.

By the time they reached the exit, Kohei and James were nowhere to be seen. But Max didn’t have the spare brain cells to worry about that. The planet distracted him.

They were on a flat-topped hill that gave Max a view of the crescent shaped peninsula the spaceport sat at the end of. The sea roiled beneath a sky stretched out like a canvas painted with clouds, the colors shifting in a mesmerizing pattern. Every hue from pastel blues to deep crimson reds and brilliant oranges and yellows glowed with the light of an unseen sun.

The clouds were spun like cotton candy in the lower atmosphere with huge flat bottomed darker clouds above. It was alien. Well, obviously it was alien, but the last two planets he’d been on hadn’t been this beautiful and unique and utterly alien. There wasn’t another word for it. The air was heavy and fragrant with the scent of exotic flowers. And in the distance, tall spikes and spires marked the alien city. From this distance, the cable cars connecting the upper levels resembled spider webs. 

It was too delicate to be real, giving Max the feeling of imminent danger, like the city might topple at any moment.

Other alien cities he’d seen felt like human cities, only impossibly advanced ones. But this... nothing like this would ever exist on Earth, and it took Max’s breath away.

“It’s beautiful,” he whispered.

“It is home,” Rick said. “The children deserve to know home.” If this had been his home, Max would have done anything to come back to it. 

Once the initial shock was over, Max studied the immediate area and nearly got aesthetic whiplash. The ground was unpaved, scorched and lifeless. The dirt was packed so hard Max’s boots didn’t disturb more than a few motes of dust. And to the right were squat gray buildings. 

“Query. Is it me, or is the spaceport sort of...” Max looked around.

“Ugly,” Rick finished. “Ugly for outsiders. Traders live there,” Rick gestured with a tentacle to a spot halfway between the spaceport and the city.

Where the city was bright with greens and blues that made it look like it was Atlantis rising from the waves, the trader’s village was squat and gray with squares and pentagons clustered around narrow roads.

Yep, that was an “unwelcome” mat if Max had ever seen one. The rest of the universe might treat Hidden ones unfairly, but they retaliated with a little unfair treatment of their own. If Max saw that stunning city while being forced to live in alien versions of Army barracks, he’d be cranky. 

Max was about to comment when a triangular-shaped bus with a pinched top careened toward them, not stopping as it sped through the ugly barracks village before turning toward them.

When the bus stopped, doors on either side flipped up like the old DeLorean’s doors, and Max had an image of an alien bus in the opening scenes of Back to the Future. However, the reality was closer to a circus as a dozen of Rick’s people tumbled out like clowns out of a too-small vehicle.

Max moved closer to Rick as Hidden ones glided up the unpaved road, the largest in the lead. 

“Friends of yours?” Max prayed these were friends or maybe the local welcome wagon. Hell, he’d take immigration officers, but the stiffness of Rick’s tentacles suggested otherwise. His tentacles quivered with Rick’s efforts to prevent them from curling tightly in distress.

“I am not possessing of any friends on Hidden world.”

The Hidden one in front of the pack stopped fifty yards away and bellowed. His tentacles were stiff, and unlike Rick whose tool hat looked vaguely saddle-like with a few tools hanging in the place of stirrups, this guy wore a helmet. 

It had a dome to top that shone dully almost like cheap imitation leather and a clear face plate that went all the way around and covered the wide strip of eyes that encircled his head. A tentacle was slid through a ring attached to the bottom of this helmet, and the other end of the loop connected to a barrel that appeared to be a weapon pointed in their direction.

Max didn’t want to escalate the situation, but he was also not about to let anyone think of him as helpless, so he rested his hand on the butt of his own weapon. “Is this the welcome wagon?” Max asked in the calmest voice he could summon.

The stranger at the front of the pack said loudly, “We are the wagon of reclaiming.”

Up until now, Rick had been frozen in place, but now he shook himself loose and jerked forward. “There is nothing to reclaim!” he shouted.
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