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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    The shuttle pod settled to the ground, throwing up a great cloud of dust. It would be a brief stop at Ungwilook.  
 
    They always were. 
 
    Dump the cargo. Didn’t matter if it was human or material, it was all treated the same. Delivering to the frontier planet wasn’t as important as cargo headed out, the exotic minerals, smelted and refined to remove as much of the waste ore as possible. Freight costs were insane from planetside to the orbiting long-haul vessels. 
 
    Exotic minerals equaled profits. If the corporate overlords could squeeze out a few extra credits by not dead-heading a transport—that was, sending it in empty—then they were all for it. They charged coming and going. 
 
    The irony was that the corporations owned everything. They charged per kilogram, per kilometer, per seat, per meal, per every stitch of clothing.  
 
    They charged those who worked for them. They charged those who bought from them. Most workers weren’t as well-off as indentured servants. At least those people knew they had no hope. The miners and workers had hope that one day they’d be able to retire. When those hopes were crushed, they became unruly.  
 
    Then the corporation paid people to keep them in line.  
 
    Thaddeus Fry stepped from the shuttle, pulling his jacket over his mouth. He squinted against the chunky, cold air as he tried to get his bearings. He followed the person in front of him, hoping that she knew where she was going.  
 
    Probably not. The tall man didn’t have to wonder why no one on the shuttle seemed happy. They didn’t call this place Darklanding for nothing.  
 
    The newcomers shuffled into a small building that served as an arrivals area. Lackeys for the people in charge held up signs over which the grumbling wave of humanity washed. The reception committee gathered their charges and left, heading to the processing facility, the mine, the saloon, or wherever the employment contracts put them.  
 
    For the moment, anyway. They’d go where the Company told them to go. There was a clause… 
 
    The dust cloud danced away on the wind, exposing the shuttle and working equipment. Thaddeus watched the man overseeing the cargo load. It was efficient, taking less than a minute to roll the pre-fab containers into place. They locked automatically and the shuttle ramp closed. The man walked toward the arrivals building. 
 
    Thaddeus stood back from the window, trying hard not to be seen. He suspected the man would go the other way had he known someone was waiting for him.  
 
    The worker walked through the door, shutting it behind him and shaking like a dog.  
 
    “Excuse me,” Thad said calmly. The man recoiled in shock. “I just want to know how to get to the Mother Lode. I believe I’m staying there for the time being.”  
 
    The man laughed softly at first, but his mirth grew until he was slapping his thighs. “Either someone really loves you or hates you, Mister. There’s no in between.”  
 
    The man continued to laugh softly without having answered Thad’s question. Time to pull out the big guns, he thought. He opened his coat enough to where his badge shone, a combination of chrome and gold, a five-pointed star with the single word ‘Sheriff’ in the middle.  
 
    The man stopped laughing, his eyes narrowing as he took in the features of the new sheriff.  
 
    “I just want to know how I get to the Mother Lode. If you point, that will be good enough. I want to be out of here as much as you want me out of here.”  
 
    The man pointed to the door. “Left and keep walking,” he said coldly. 
 
    “Much obliged.” The sheriff didn’t bother asking the man’s name. No matter what, it would seem aggressive. He wasn’t sure he wanted to get to know any of these people. The man would probably be much happier enjoying his anonymity.  
 
    Thad only wanted to find his room, stow his small bag, and get something to eat that hadn’t been reprocessed on a spaceship  
 
    He nodded to the man and headed toward the door. He left and shut the door without looking back. Leave the man in peace. He’d prefer to leave them all in peace.  
 
    That would make his two-year gig on Darklanding almost palatable.  
 
    The sheriff walked into the street, a dirt road that led straight toward a conglomeration of anonymous modular buildings not far away. They were modular in design for ease of transport to the site. The Company didn’t spend more than they had to for anything. 
 
    If they only had the same attitude toward billing people.  
 
    Thaddeus shook off his reverie to stop and look at his surroundings. As a captain in the fleet’s ground service division, an ubiquitous title for the army, he took personal responsibility for making the lives of those in his charge the best they could be, in combat or the other twenty-nine days out of the month when his soldiers were sitting around and twiddling their thumbs.   
 
    The new sheriff smiled. “Would you look at that, Fry-man?” he said out loud. No one else was near. “A blank canvas on which to paint a masterpiece. Or this could suck a whole lot. Jury’s out, Fry-man. Let’s see what kind of palette we have to work with.”  
 
    He walked quickly toward the buildings, turning into the main street which was far busier than he expected. People going to and fro, engaged in their business. No one greeted him in the street.  
 
    Thad saw the Mother Lode. It was the only building that stood more than two stories high. It had a sign up front, an artistically painted sign, but not well lit. It had dulled over time, from the wind and the dust.  
 
    Most of the town had seen better days. Five years old and it was already worn and beaten down. Five and life to go. 
 
    The Company would keep people on Ungwilook for as long as there was ore to be had. The natives, the alien race that had the misfortune of living there when the exotics were discovered, were hired as little more than slave labor. They’d been a peaceful race, not technologically advanced.  
 
    The miners had introduced them to mankind’s vices.  
 
    The sheriff’s thoughts had returned full circle. He was there to do a job. Maintain the peace, enough that people could do their jobs. Keep the natives from rising up against the authority of the Company.  
 
    Thad reminded himself that he better check in with the Company’s representative as soon as he could. His orders didn’t say that he had to, but military training told him that he had best make nice with his new boss.  
 
    The Company Man.  
 
    Thaddeus Fry, Sheriff of Darklanding, opened the door and walked in to the Mother Lode, a saloon from another era where people and aliens alike gathered to forget their woes. 
 
    And go deeper in debt to the Company.  
 
    The clash of noise and light stopped Thad in his tracks. He blinked and winced at the assault upon his senses. He oriented himself and headed straight for the bar. The bartender looked at him sideways, but didn’t speak. 
 
    “I’m supposed to have a room here,” Thad said matter-of-factly.  
 
    After a long hesitation, the man replied, “Rooms are handled at the front desk.” He jabbed a finger toward a desk on the other side of the bar. It couldn’t be seen from the front door, and there was no sign.  
 
    Thad thought about telling the bartender that questions could be allayed with a little effort, but bringing that up wasn’t his concern. Never volunteer, a lesson he learned in the army, applied to fixing other people’s problems. They might not see them as problems and any fixes would be seen as an intrusion.  
 
    “Obliged. Thank you.” Thad moved to the empty desk and stood there. There wasn’t a bell to ring. He suspected his presence would alert someone to do their job. 
 
    Shortly, the bartender arrived and took a seat behind the desk. “How can I help you?” he asked gruffly. 
 
    Thad held his gaze steady, torn between rolling his eyes and grabbing the man by the throat. 
 
    Sometimes, you just have to revel in the absurdity of it all. 
 
    “My orders show that I’m billeted here. Temporarily, that is.” Thad handed over his pad with the orders prominently displayed.  
 
    The man’s face dropped as he recited the first line. “Sheriff Thaddeus Fry.”  
 
    The sheriff had blocked out the sounds from the saloon, but the sudden silence was as loud as a rifle shot. He turned to see a variety of faces looking at him. From their seats at the gaming tables, from the dancers on stage, from the restaurant at the far end, to others drinking by themselves, all eyes were on him.  
 
    Revel in the absurdity. He smiled and waved. “Howdy!” he called. “I’m Thaddeus Fry, the new sheriff of Darklanding. I’ll be around to talk with each and every one of you, introduce myself properly.”  
 
    He watched as the people looked away, returning to their own affairs, as he wanted to return to his. The bartender handed the sheriff his pad and a small key card. “Up the stairs to the third floor. First door on the left. Temporary could be a long time, Sheriff. Your official quarters were bombed. And yes, that’s what happened to the old sheriff. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll mind your own business, because we don’t want the Mother Lode to be on the wrong end of mining explosives, if you get my drift.”  
 
    The sheriff leaned close to the bartender. The man rocked back, shocked by the dangerous look on the old soldier’s face. “Maybe we’ll just find the bombers first and put them away. You wouldn’t be able to point me in the right direction for that, would you?”  
 
    The bartender shook his head.  
 
    “I didn’t think so,” Thad said, barely above a whisper. He stood up straight and in a loud voice, stated clearly, “I appreciate the tip! That will speed up my investigation like you can’t believe. Thank you! I’ll get right over there and talk to those gentlemen.”  
 
    He winked at the expression on the bartender’s face. 
 
    “And you can suck my ass,” Thad said under his breath. “So much for the group hug.”  
 
    He climbed the steps quickly, finding the gravity light by comparison. He’d been on too many planets and on too many ships to know what normal was. He expected he’d have to work hard to stay in shape. That’s one way to show the flag, he thought. 
 
    At the top of the steps, he waved the card at the first door on the left and it popped open.  
 
    His room was small and austere, but it had its own small bathroom. The bed was beat up, but the linens smelled clean. Surprisingly. The desk was nice enough, but the chair had to go. He’d talk to management. 
 
    By that, he meant that he’d take one from somewhere. It was all Company property so theft was limited to taking from the Company, not each other. He expected he could requisition one that the Company would take from his pay, delivering the chair promptly a good week before he shipped out at the end of his two-year assignment.  
 
    Assignment: Darklanding.  
 
    The ominous name of the mining outpost on the frontier beyond the comfort of the inner systems. His new home. He chewed on the inside of his cheek as he surveyed his surroundings. He shook his head, put his bag on the chair, pulled out his pistol belt, hitched it, and left the room in search of the Company Man. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    The bartender ran for cover when Thaddeus reappeared and headed toward him. The sheriff stood and waited, smiling and nodding at the man cowering behind the bar. “Tell me where the Company Man is, and I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    The man didn’t answer right away. Thad leaned on the bar and looked at the patrons. People eating, as it was the only restaurant. The chow hall offered different options, but the people were willing to continue mortgaging their lives for a decent meal.  
 
    But health care was free, or so he’d been told. 
 
    Gamblers played while lonely men watched the showgirls. The down and out nursed their drinks, desiring to get drunk but not having enough money to do so. How many centuries have we gone backward? Thad thought as he watched the people, his favorite pastime. He felt sorry for most of them.  
 
    Thaddeus spotted who he expected was the facility manager. He wore the jumpsuit of the service class with a rank badge showing management. The woman next to him wore something far less official.  
 
    He expected she was the madam. The second floor of the Mother Lode was a brothel, completely legal in the frontier. And it struck him. I sleep above a brothel.   
 
    He shifted his gear, resting his hand comfortably on his hand blaster. He hoped to never use it. He was ready if he had to.  
 
    *** 
 
    “He wants me,” Miss Dixie drawled, slowly moistening her lips with the tip of her tongue, curling her hair around one finger. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Pierre replied gruffly, sneering as he watched Miss Dixie’s lust on full display. “I think somebody wants somebody, but it sure ain’t him.” 
 
    “You curtail that sharp tongue of yours, Mister Pierre,” she shot back, looking sideways at the man sporting a clean and crisp jumpsuit, hair perfectly coiffured. He even smelled good. She wanted to know his secrets, but didn’t want to ask because she didn’t want to listen to some long, drawn out diatribe on his mastery over the human condition. She still thought he was a pig. “How could anyone not want this?” 
 
    Miss Dixie stood and twirled, drawing the curves of her body with both hands, finishing with a flourish.  
 
    “You must be eating more than the rest of us, despite what I’m charging,” Pierre muttered. 
 
    Dixie turned cold and glared. “Maybe I’m skimming more off the top than you realize,” she suggested before storming off.  
 
    I better check on that, Pierre thought while eyeing the sheriff carefully. The man remained as a statue, looking at the doors to the entryway, a small room that kept the arctic cold and the desert dust from blowing directly into the saloon. The sheriff had one hand on the hand-blaster he carried on his right hip.  
 
    He only wanted people to do as they were supposed to. He didn’t want to be bothered. Pierre could read it all in his expression.  
 
    What an odd duck, Pierre thought. 
 
    *** 
 
    The bartender wouldn’t come clean. He refused to talk with the sheriff.  
 
    “Fine.” Thad strolled casually through the saloon, weaving between the tables and greeting anyone who made eye contact. He intercepted the madam as she rushed toward a doorway beside the stage. 
 
    “Ma’am,” Thad said, bowing his head slightly.  
 
    “You can call me Dixie,” she said, blushing, with a well-practiced flutter of her thick eyelashes. “Actually, my dear Sheriff, you can call me whatever you want.”  
 
    “Thank you, Dixie. I am looking for the Company Man, I need to check in with him. Just to see what he thinks I’m supposed to be doing.” 
 
    “She,” Dixie said coldly.  
 
    “The Company Man is a woman?” Thaddeus Fry wasn’t dense, but this was his first Company gig. He didn’t know what he didn’t know.  
 
    Dixie raised one well-shaped eyebrow. “Do you need an escort, Sheriff? I would be happy to drop everything I’m doing for you, if you can make it worth my while,” she said coquettishly, trying to look demure.  
 
    Thad smiled and tipped his hat. “I thank you greatly. Just point me in the right direction. I have to figure this place out sooner or later, and since I’ve been here all of an hour so far, I expect now’s a good time.”  
 
    She pointed to an office beside the entrance to the restaurant seating area. “You’ll find Miss Shaunte Plastes through that door.”  
 
    Thad smacked his lips. “Time out of your busy day to escort me? Forty-seven feet, Miss Dixie? I’ll be watching you, which won’t be too hard on these old eyes, if you get my meaning.” He traced one finger down her neck and made a swirl on her bare shoulder before smiling and walking away.  
 
    He hadn’t missed the goosebumps that appeared on her arm.  
 
    He brushed past two natives who were sitting funny because of how tall they were. They grumbled and stood up. One said something in their language. It sounded harsh.  
 
    The sheriff was experienced enough in dealing with alien races that he didn’t overlay his language expectations on them. He turned and bowed his head. Their experience with humans had to be far greater than his experience with them.  
 
    “I’m sorry if I bumped you. Please accept my apologies,” Thad said before turning to move on.  
 
    A skeletally thin hand gripped his shoulder, so he turned back. “I’m sorry, I’ve never met a Glok before. I don’t know what you want, but I prefer that you not grab me.”  
 
    “They say we do not use that term. It is bad for us. Very muchly so, they say,” an Unglok said from a seat near Thad’s side.  
 
    “I meant no disrespect, good sir. I will try my best to learn your language and your customs. You deserve that from me.” Thad had turned to face the seated alien, who was still almost as tall as the sheriff was standing. The standing Unglok kept his hand on the sheriff’s shoulder.  
 
    The alien’s hair was light brown, very humanlike in appearance, but his eyes were large and emerald green. Thad looked to the other two, whose eyes were a soft amber. He looked at the alien’s hand and then to the one who spoke the human language of English.  
 
    “I really need him to remove his hand. If you could help me with that, I would be in your debt.”  
 
    “You call me, sir,” the alien said with a smile. “Very muchly that. Yes. Him? I cannot help you. He is being a jerk. Jerky McJerkface, they say.”  
 
    Thad hoped the alien physiology was close enough to human that his hand-to-hand training could be put to good use. With his left hand, he grabbed the alien’s hand and twisted it palm upright. He joined his right to his left, pulling down on the wrist with his fingers while pushing the top of the alien’s hand as if trying to touch the alien’s palm to his forearm.  
 
    Just as a human would, the alien dropped to his knees as he tried to relieve the unbearable pain coursing up his arm and directly into his brain. Thad kept applying pressure until he was able to push the alien over backward. The Unglok on the floor scrambled back to his feet, huffed, and hurried for the exit. His friend joined him on the way out.  
 
    “You so very muchly won’t have any more problems with that one.”  
 
    “I’m Sheriff Thaddeus Fry and your English is most excellent. My compliments, good sir.”  
 
    “They say I am Mast Jotham. My job is to interpret for the humans. Yes. They say that very muchly.”  
 
    Thad laughed at the alien’s exuberance. He held out his hand, before reconsidering. “Do you shake hands?” 
 
    “Yes, but not while seated. No. Not seated.” Mast stood up and then bent back down to shake Thad’s hand.  
 
    “Wow!” Thad exclaimed, before seeing that the alien was a bone rack. He couldn’t have weighed more than fifty or sixty kilos. The sheriff nearly doubled the alien’s weight. “Will I have your help when I visit the mine or the processing facility?”  
 
    “Not at the processing facility. They say our kind are not allowed in there. The mine, yes. I work at the mine, very muchly so.”  
 
    “I look forward to it and we’re going to have to work on your English a bit. I offer my services. I hope that we can enjoy a mutual exchange as I am serious about learning your language.”  
 
    “This makes me happy. That makes exactly two of you who are willing to try it.” 
 
    “Two? I’m in elite company. Who is my fellow cunning linguist?”  
 
    “The last sheriff. He is dead now. It is just you.”  
 
    Thad blinked and looked around. The others nearby were studiously avoiding looking at him.  
 
    “I’m not the last sheriff, Mast Jotham. Meet you here, tonight, say six?”  
 
    “I will be here,” the alien said noncommittally. 
 
    *** 
 
    Shaunte Plastes was up to her elbows in virtual paperwork. She was the Company’s representative and one of the youngest residents of Darklanding. She was constantly at odds with the people, trying to earn respect, all the while trying to prove herself to the Sagittarian Conglomerate, SagCon as they were called, the group that ran the Company.  
 
    She finished the last form report and started on the next. She didn’t know why she had to put the same data on four different forms, but that was the requirement. Each form required the data in a different format with scraps of additional information. The forms were tagged for a variety of departments.  
 
    She rested her head in her hand, her long blond hair cascading over her arm. She wore a lean black dress that accentuated her curves. She had kicked off her low heels and rested her stockinged feet on a padded ottoman. Shaunte threw her head back and traced a finger along the pearl necklace around her neck. Dangling from it was a small pendant, a gift from her father, one of the SagCon Board of Directors.   
 
    She rolled the pendant in her fingers. In the civilized systems, it would be worth a great deal. In Darklanding, it was worth no more than costume jewelry.  
 
    She flinched at the pounding on her door. Her heart raced at the surprise, and she waited for it to slow before shouting, “Come.” 
 
    The door opened. A middle-aged man strolled through. Short hair, a scar, and the creases in his standard-issue jumpsuit suggested he had been military. She’d seen the type before. The blaster at his belt and the star on his chest said that he was the new sheriff.  
 
    She didn’t bother standing as she wanted him to know his place. He worked for her.  
 
    “Good morning, ma’am. I’m Thaddeus Fry. I wanted to check in with you, as my new boss, and understand your expectations for what I’ll be doing here.” He stood easily, feet shoulder width apart. He looked relaxed but not. His expression hadn’t changed from the second he came through the door. His eyes were locked with hers. 
 
    He hadn’t gone on a visual excursion of her body, something that most men did, along with some women, too. She appreciated that he was being a professional.  
 
    “I’m Shaunte Plastes, Company Man at our little mining outpost on Ungwilook.” She watched and waited, expecting him to extoll his virtues in an effort to impress her. But he stood and waited for her to finish. “My expectations are that you will keep the peace, first and foremost. We are here for one reason only and that is to mine the exotics. If there seems to be a conflict between the law and mining, then mining wins because we are the law.”  
 
    The sheriff pursed his lips and then loudly exhaled. “I can live with that. The last sheriff got blown up? I wasn’t told about that. For the record, I would have still come. I’ll look into the circumstances around the blast, unless you tell me not to, and then I’ll still probably look into it because we can’t have people wondering if they are going to get blown up or not, least of all me.” 
 
    “I can’t blame you, Sheriff. Look into it, but take it easy. These people frighten easily. Maybe get to know them first.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. On my contract, it says I can hire a deputy. Is there one already hired? I’d like to interview him or her.” 
 
    “It’s just you. That’s why you’re staying here. I figured it would be safer that way. Maybe you’ll last longer than your predecessor.” 
 
    “Ominous words, Miss Plastes. How many sheriffs have served out their gig in Darklanding?”  
 
    “One, but he was carried off on a stretcher. It seems that the planet did not agree with him. You’ll only be the fourth sheriff. We didn’t really need one until recently,” she added. 
 
    “I think I’ll stop asking questions, because the answers aren’t making me feel any better.” Thad looked at the floor and noticed that his boot was scuffed. He looked up quickly to see if the Company Man had noticed. Then he shook his head. No one cared about that stuff here and he would never be in a place where they did. He wasn’t sure that was a bad thing. “If you can point me in the direction of my office, I would appreciate it.”  
 
    “Didn’t you check in to your room yet?” she asked, jumping on her computer and quickly bringing up the sheriff’s record file. 
 
    “Yes. Don’t tell me…” the sheriff’s thoughts drifted away.  
 
    “That will have to do for your office. The last one was destroyed in the explosion and more building materials are not scheduled in until…” She scrolled down her screen. “One year and two months from now.”  
 
    “While you’re in the system, can you requisition me a new chair? The one in my room is less than accommodating.”  
 
    She punched a few buttons. “Eighteen months unless I expedite the order, and then it will be eighteen months.”  
 
    “Sounds like I’ll get six months of use out of it. Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    “I like your attitude, Sheriff. You can call me Shaunte. Keep me informed of what you’re doing.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be here at oh-seven hundred sharp for a daily in-brief and at eighteen hundred for an out-brief.”  
 
    “What?” she asked as her lip curled. She couldn’t remember the last time she saw seven in the morning. “You can simply stop by any time during the day, when normal people are up and about. Where did you serve, Sheriff?”  
 
    Shaunte knew the man was former military. No one in the private sector called people ma’am anymore. It had fallen out of fashion.  
 
    “Kontouring Nebula for a while. I left after Centauri Prime,” he replied in a soft voice.  
 
    “I heard the fighting was bad.” 
 
    Captain Thaddeus Fry didn’t answer. He simply nodded and walked out. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    The dusty streets of Darklanding were busy. People going to and fro, some with a sense of urgency, most not.  
 
    Thad watched them as he casually strolled along. He wondered why the streets were that crowded. Most people should have been at work. In the mines or in the processing plant.  
 
    Everyone else supported them, just like the sheriff.  
 
    Mining first. Law second. Right, he thought. He heard a commotion coming from between two of the buildings. He leaned around the corner and was treated to a bare-knuckle brawl. Two men in worn working-class jumpsuits were in the midst of a major throw-down. Both were bleeding from being punched in the face.  
 
    Probably more than once.  
 
    “Break it up,” Thad said conversationally, leaning against the building.  
 
    “Blow me, jag-off!” one of the pugilists spewed while giving the sheriff the finger. The second man saw the opening and blasted the first with a right cross. He went down and the second man went after him.  
 
    Thaddeus Fry was there in an instant and caught the second man’s hand as he wound up to deliver a heavy blow to his stunned opponent. He tried to turn, but the sheriff pulled the man’s fist over his head and down, throwing the man to the ground, where he grabbed the man by the throat. 
 
    “I think I told you to break it up,” Thad said softly and slowly, enunciating each word.  
 
    The man hocked up a ball of snot and prepared to spit. Thad increased the pressure on his throat. No breath. No spitball.  
 
    The first man cleared his head enough to see his opponent subdued. He rolled over and elbowed the man in the face.  
 
    “That’s it. I’m done playing with you idiots.” Thad vaulted over both men, grabbing the first on his way over. He dragged him from the ground, pivoted, and slammed the man face-first into the wall. The man slid down and fell over backward, unconscious. 
 
    The second man was struggling to his knees. Thad took two steps and kicked him in the face. His head seemed to extend away from his neck, threatening to leave his body, before the man’s eyes rolled back in his head and he toppled to the ground. The sheriff grabbed him by the collar and dragged him from the alley. He continued down the street until the next gap between buildings. He dumped the man in the open space before continuing on.  
 
    He stopped after a few steps, thought about logging the incident into his pad, and decided not to. The pad had a reader. All he had to do was wave it over the men’s left arms and it would register who they were. He didn’t want to know. As long as they weren’t damaging Company property, as in, each other, they weren’t a problem. If they didn’t show up to work because of their self-inflicted injuries? Then the Company would deal with them far more harshly than the law could. 
 
    Up to and including the random disappearance. Thad didn’t want that in Darklanding. He didn’t need a competing branch of discipline enforcement.  
 
    And they’d be working for the Company, too, but would be answerable to no one.  
 
    “I think you and I need to have a little chat about that, Shaunte,” the sheriff said to the empty area around him. Those on the street saw the badge and the gun and were avoiding him.  
 
    No one wanted to get too close.  
 
    Thaddeus Fry was good with that. He didn’t need a lot of friends, just one or two. He expected he would find them over time.  
 
    Easy on the eyes, he told himself as he thought about the Company Man, but don’t get caught trying to seduce the boss. 
 
    His military background placed Shaunte Plastes in the off-limits category. She’s too young, anyway, he argued within the confines of his mind, justifying how he’d have to let her down when she inevitably threw herself at him. 
 
    He stopped walking and started to laugh, until the first person saw him, made a face, and turned around to go the other way.  
 
    The people were convinced the sheriff was halfway to the nut house after less than a day in Darklanding.  
 
    Maybe he was crazy before he got there.  
 
    He stood in the middle of the street for a moment before stepping briskly away. He saw the scorch marks up ahead where the sheriff’s office used to be. It was time to take a look.  
 
    Thad walked quickly. Even though he’d only arrived that day, he was on Company time and needed to get to work. Walking was a means of getting from one place to another. For him, it wasn’t about the journey, but the destination.  
 
    Maybe someday he’d slow down to take in the sights, but that wasn’t this day. He saw the space where a small building had been and he headed for it, slowing as if checking it for snipers and booby traps. Once assured there were no people, he started to assess things. 
 
    As sheriff, he was chief investigator, parking ticket writer, customer service, report compiler, head knocker, and all things dealing with frontier law.  
 
    Which meant that the mine came first. That was the only law that mattered. They were paying the bills, but if people were removing explosives from the mine and blowing up buildings that the Company had paid for, then it fell to him to resolve it.  
 
    Most of the salvageable materials had already been removed, but there was enough debris remaining to paint a picture.  
 
    Thad recreated the explosion in his mind. He could see the scorch marks, more pronounced on one wall over the other, closer to where the front of the building used to be. Shattered glass still covered the sidewalk. Glass was also inside the building. The sheriff’s initial impression was that someone threw a bomb through a glass window.  
 
    Most remote sites set up a small facility to produce their own glass. The quality didn’t matter much, only that it kept out the weather. It was easier to do that than send the latest plexiglass. It was the frontier. People out there didn’t need the best construction materials. They were getting paid to rough it.  
 
    That was the Company’s perspective. They were getting paid better than grunt labor within the civilized systems, but everything was more expensive farther out. It balanced, usually in the Company’s favor, but the jobs out there were easier to get. Less competition, especially for those with a black mark on their records. 
 
    The people of Darklanding, the outcasts of civilization.  
 
    “What in the hell have I gotten myself into?” Thad asked his destroyed office. He shook his head before picking his way into the building. The dried blood smear where they dragged his predecessor’s body into the street was still there. “Classy.”  
 
    There was no paper files and no evidence repository. All evidence was gathered and stored digitally.  
 
    Not that they’d need evidence this far out. Investigations were low on the priority list of his duties, so low that he never received any training in doing one. He understood why the Company had hired a new sheriff like him, one with combat experience but no investigative knowledge. 
 
    His mission on Ungwilook was about keeping the exotics flowing. Nothing else mattered. Which meant that he wanted to catch the bombers to prevent a repeat, for his own health.  
 
    He dug through the wreckage in the back as he tried to piece together the former sheriff’s life. What were you up to? Thad asked.  
 
    The answers weren’t in the wreckage. But the old Sheriff’s chair was. Thad used a fallen cross-beam to lever a wall from the remains of the desk. The chair was dirty and the fabric on one arm was torn, but it was still better than what he had in his room.  
 
    He couldn’t move the wall out of the way. All he could do was lift it straight up, expose the chair, and then let the wall settle back on it. Thad lifted the wall one more time, backed under it, and one centimeter at a time, kicked and nudged the chair out.  
 
    When he had moved it far enough, he stepped away and let the wall crash down. Passersby looked at him. He touched his brow with a couple fingers in a saluting gesture. “Sir. Ma’am,” he said cordially. They hurried away without responding.  
 
    The sheriff brushed off the chair and set it upright. He sat on it, slowly, seeing how it would take his weight, and then he relaxed fully into it. A smile crossed his face. He spun the chair until he could kick his feet on top of the fallen wall. He laced his fingers behind his head and watched the street. People passed by, not noticing the man sitting still in the dusty cold of the ruined building. 
 
    He finally rose and picked up the chair, balancing the seat on the top of his head while he held the arms and stepped off on his way back to his official office. He walked down the center of the street until a trolley came along with workers heading to the mine. He nodded to them, stiffly, since he had a chair sitting on his head.  
 
    Thaddeus Fry, sheriff and self-help specialist. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    “What?!?” Shaunte screamed at the face on her monitor. “Say that again, and slowly this time.”  
 
    Foreman P.C. Dickles was a lifelong miner. He was born into a mining family, became a miner at an early age, and with a nose for mining, worked his way up. In an industry where people died young, respect the oldsters. P.C. wasn’t old, but he was the oldest of the human miners.  
 
    “A weak roof, an unsanctioned coring operation, and raking the loose rock off the walls brought it down. We have some miners trapped—us and a few Gloks. We’re moving equipment now, but I’m not sure.” 
 
    Shaunte blew out a long breath. “What do you need from me?” she asked. 
 
    “More manpower and overtime will probably give us what we need. What?” he yelled the question at someone to the side of his screen. “I have to go. I’ll call when I have more.”  
 
    The comm window on her screen went dark. She looked at the pay system icon, hesitating before clicking it. She grimaced as she clenched her teeth.  
 
    A knock on her door stayed her hand and gave her a brief respite from having to pull the trigger on OT. All OT was taken out of her direct compensation. It was the right thing to do, but she’d already burned a number of hours earlier that month.  
 
    “Dammit,” she whispered and leaned back without opening the pay system. “Come!” 
 
    The door opened and the sheriff leaned in. He didn’t enter because he was carrying a dusty chair. “You can cancel the requisition for a chair. I’m good,” he told her and reached for the door handle.  
 
     “Wait,” she said. He held the door with his free hand. “There’s been an accident at the mine. Roof cave-in. I’m going to send some extra manpower down there on OT. If you could go and help, I’d appreciate it. You’ll be my personal representative on site.”  
 
    Thaddeus Fry put the chair down, looked at it, and then angled it through the doorway.  
 
    Shaunte threw her hands up as she came out of her seat. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Hey! I just acquired this. I’m not going to leave it out here for someone to go south with it. I need to go to the mine. No time to waste. Please. Watch my chair.” He asked so sincerely, Shaunte nodded as she sat back down. The sheriff closed the door on his way out.  
 
    Shaunte found herself staring at the raggedy chair occupying the center of her office.  
 
    *** 
 
    The sheriff hurried through the main area of the Mother Lode. He tapped Mast Jotham on the shoulder. “Cave-in at the mine. Both Ungloks and humans trapped. They need our help. Come on, Jotham, we need to go.”  
 
    The miners, obvious from their working-class jumpsuits, watched him, and some leaned forward in their chairs. They were waiting.  
 
    “Overtime is authorized,” he said boldly. The group of men and women jumped up with a yell. A couple slapped the sheriff on the back as they raced toward the door.  
 
    “Come on!” Thad yelled over his shoulder as he ran to catch up. He didn’t want to get left behind because he wasn’t sure where the mine was. He heard the footsteps of the lanky Unglok follow him out.  
 
    The group had already flagged down a trolley and kicked the other workers off as they requisitioned the only ride out of town. Mast Jotham ducked on his way through the door, and the sheriff was the last on board. As soon as the door shut, the driver jammed the pedal to the floor, sending the sheriff staggering down the aisle.  
 
    Hands grabbed at him. Not to help, but to keep him from falling on them.  
 
    “Crack-snacker!” Thad yelled at the driver. He waved away the odd looks and squeezed in next to Mast Jotham. “Let’s go save some lives, huh?” 
 
    “They say that saving a life is the highest form of respect. That is what they say.” The alien continued to face forward with his knees braced against the seat in front of him, one hand gripping the seat back and the other an overhead strap.  
 
    “Is that what they say?”  
 
    “Very muchly so,” Jotham replied. 
 
    “Then we need to go show some respect. Will you watch out for me, Mast Jotham?” the sheriff asked casually. 
 
    “Yes,” the alien answered as he turned to look at the new sheriff. “You trust me this much already?” 
 
    “I confess that I trust everyone that much until someone proves they can’t be trusted, then they’ll find out that it wasn’t worth it. Say what you’re going to do, and then do it. Easiest way to earn trust.”  
 
    “It is.”  
 
    “Are you going to do that for me, watch my back?”  
 
    “Yes. I will watch your back,” the alien stated matter-of-factly. 
 
    “Does that mean the same thing here on Ungwilook as it does among the humans?” Thad asked skeptically. 
 
    “Yes. It is a human expression. I know what it means and it means what you intend it to mean. Very muchly so.” 
 
    “It’s a deal, my friend. I have no doubt that you’ll regret the day you met me. By the way, there aren’t a whole lot of benefits to being my friend.”  
 
    “I don’t know what to say to that,” the alien replied.  
 
    “Perfect.” Thad leaned back and watched the world go by. Out of town and down a road that had been cut on a straight line to the mine. Ungwilook would be forever scarred by the dirt superhighway that had been built.  
 
    That didn’t matter now. It was easier and quicker to get to the mine. Ten minutes after the group departed the Mother Lode, the trolley slammed to a stop in front of the mine compound. The miners hurried off the bus and started running. The sheriff followed.  
 
    They knew where they were going. He didn’t. 
 
    Mast Jotham loped along at the sheriff’s side. He ran with a syncopated gait that the sheriff couldn’t watch as it threw him off stride. Someone was outside a building built against the mountain.  
 
    A man was briefing the newcomers. The sheriff and Mast slowed and then stopped. A few other Ungloks stood outside the small crowd of humans. Thad stood with them, every bit an outsider as they had become. 
 
    “We are working on the first blockage now. There’s no room for more people in that front area. You know that! As soon as the close fall is cleared, we’ll move into the junction beyond. That’s when you’ll be needed most. Save your energy for now, but gear up and be ready. It could be ten minutes from now or ten hours.”  
 
    Pavel Stasenko was not a tall man, but he spoke confidently. He was comfortable as he knew these people. They were just like him. 
 
     Miners.  
 
    Thad saw the camaraderie. These people were brothers-in-arms. Just like what he’d enjoyed in the service. Outside, no one cared who you were or what you did. It was the soldier fighting on each side of him. They mattered. 
 
    He fought for them.  
 
    That was what the miners were itching to do. They wanted to be comfortable knowing that if they were trapped within the mine, their fellows would move Heaven and Earth to get to them.  
 
    Pavel jumped down from the crate he’d been standing on. He was intercepted by a number from the crowd. They all shook hands before Pavel excused himself and headed for the double-doors that led to the mine entrance. Thad jogged past the group. 
 
    He tapped Pavel on the shoulder. The man turned and looked at the sheriff’s badge pinned on a clean and new jumpsuit.  
 
    Thad dispensed with the small talk. “My name is Thaddeus Fry. Tell me how I can help.” 
 
    “Are you a miner?” Pavel asked. 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Then stay out of our way.” Pavel turned and went into the building. Outlined in the darkness ahead was a round cave mouth with a well-used road leading into it and down. Two strings of lights traced a line ahead, into the depths of the mountain. The sounds of heavy work echoed from the mine.  
 
    “But I know people who are miners,” Thad added softly after Pavel had gone.  
 
    The sheriff returned to Jotham’s side. “What are you guys going to do?” he asked the alien. 
 
    “I think nothing. Yes. They have not asked for our help. We are here. We will wait. They will not ask, and then we will leave,” Jotham said. 
 
    “Aren’t you naturals underground?” the sheriff wondered. 
 
    “We are born to it. It is where we prefer to live. Our homes are on the other side of Darklanding. In those hills.” The alien pointed with a skinny finger at the end of a boney arm. The sheriff looked into the distance. The town’s outline was dimmed by the blowing dust. Far beyond, Thad could barely make out the mountains.  
 
    The terrain on Ungwilook was forbidding, rough, and dry. It was cold, like a desert trapped in the arctic. And it was lucrative, wealth built on the backs of the humans and aliens.  
 
    “Screw this. You guys know mining, right?” the sheriff asked his alien friend. 
 
    Jotham bobbed his head and smiled, his race’s way of laughing. “They say we know mining.”  
 
    “I expect they are right, my man. Let’s go in with the others. All the Ungloks. Your people and my people are trapped in there. We are in this together, right?”  
 
    “That is right. We will help. You have asked. Thank you.” 
 
    Thad looked sideways at the alien, wondering why they had to be asked before committing to go into the mine and free their own.  
 
    Helping people to help themselves. It was how Thaddeus Fry had always lived his life. He’d found better friends for it. And he’d found too many who wanted something done for them. That didn’t fly with him. He could only carry so many on his back.  
 
    And they were all in the form of ex-wives. He shook his head, forcing those thoughts into the deep recesses where they belonged. Thad expected he wasn’t the only one in Darklanding staying far away from former lovers. It was easier to run and hide than face them. Comm was too expensive to the frontier for any of his exes to spring for a call.  
 
    He sure as hell wasn’t going to pay for it.  
 
    He suspected he’d be paying some of the miners’ overtime out of his own salary. Thad wore the sleeve stripes of management. All management was personally liable for costs above approved amounts. He tried counting the miners going into the gear shed as they lined up to check out their helmets, lights, respirators, and gloves.  
 
    “I’m not going to get paid for six months,” he said.  
 
    “Why is that?” Mast Jotham asked.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I was thinking out loud. You do what you have to do, right?”  
 
    “If you have to do it, then yes. That is what they say.”  
 
    The sheriff looked at the alien but didn’t reply. The other Ungloks had gotten in line behind them as they waited for their gear.  
 
    “Explain to me what I’m going to get and what it’s for so I don’t look like an idiot,” the sheriff whispered  
 
    Jotham pointed  and explained each piece of equipment as miners in the front received theirs and walked away.  
 
    As Thaddeus Fry and the contingent of Ungloks reached the counter, the man checking out equipment raised one eyebrow.  
 
    “Do you have a card on file and the appropriate training to go into the mine.” 
 
    “I do not.” The sheriff was hopelessly honest.  
 
    “Sign here and you’ll need an escort at all times. Don’t get yourself killed because I don’t want to do the paperwork.” The clerk wore a support services jumpsuit. He wasn’t a miner either, just a logistics guy who maintained the equipment and its accountability. Two birds with one stone. No one had a single task in the frontier. The Company wouldn’t pay for that. 
 
    Thad looked at the form. Financial liability across the board. If he was injured, all rescue costs, including funeral and burial, would be taken out of wages earned. If those weren’t sufficient to cover costs, then personal property was forfeit up to and including the costs of selling such property.  
 
    “Do ex-wives count as financial assets?” the sheriff asked, trying to sound lighthearted.  
 
    The clerk only looked at him as he tapped a pen impatiently. Thad signed the form and handed it back. He took his “Escort Required” badge and clipped it to his chest pocket. He gathered up the foreign gear and stepped aside as he waited for Mast Jotham and the others.  
 
    The clerk handed the gear over without saying a word to them.  
 
    They gathered to the side where the Ungloks put on their gear and then laughed and snorted as they watched Thad work through how to put it all on. Jotham stepped in to give instruction, which quieted the others. The sheriff took it as a good sign that they could laugh about him while lives were in jeopardy close by.  
 
    When they received the call, they would all hurry into the mine and help out where needed.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Foreman P.C. Dickles had grown impatient with the measured movements of the work crew. They were in a bottleneck of the mine, the worst place for a cave-in. If they installed temporary roof supports, they’d block themselves out from clearing the fall.  
 
    He finally asked them to step aside as he directed placement of two roof supports on one side of the tunnel. He rammed the hand dozer through the clear space to push the rubble further into the mine where it opened up just beyond the fall. Pebbles rained down on his hardhat.  
 
    P.C. was short for Paulo Coelho, named by his mother who was an avid reader. P.C. had never read any of his works out of spite, which led him to not read anything that wasn’t a technical manual.  
 
    People said that made him boring. He didn’t care. The only time he felt alive was in the confines of a mine. P.C. seemed to feel the pulse of the earth through the rich veins within. It was what added meaning to his life.  
 
    Even here, in a remote corner of the galaxy. It was different but the same. The rocks of the world spoke to him. 
 
    P.C. knew that this shaft wouldn’t come down on him, but he couldn’t explain it to the others. He doggedly rammed the walk-behind dozer again and again, until the pile started to move. He cleared a path through. 
 
    “Get those jack stands in there!” he yelled from the other side of the fall. Men poured into the two-meter wide path that had been cleared, erecting the stands and wrenching them tightly into place.  
 
    P.C. hurried farther into the mine with a line of miners stringing out behind him. Their headlamps shone against the drifting dust. “Respirators on!” the foreman yelled before putting his on.  
 
    A second fall had occurred on the other side of an intersection of three tunnels. The one to the left dead-ended less than a kilometer in. The one straight ahead would take the crew where the others were trapped. The tunnel to the right went to the bottom of the mine where a short connector tunnel had been dug to marry it up with the tunnel that was straight ahead.  
 
    P.C. put his hand against the wall and closed his eyes as he tried to feel what the mine was telling him. But it was keeping its secrets that day. He apologized to it for the disturbance. He suspected there was another cave-in that had closed off the bottom connector, but had to have it checked to be sure.  
 
    He turned back and took stock of the miners behind him. “Pass the word, I need Stasenko up here with ten stout backs with scaling bars and a few roof jacks.” With his respirator on, he couldn’t yell. They passed the word one man to the next until it passed beyond the fall where the air was clear. He heard the echo as someone yelled toward the entrance. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Showtime!” Pavel shouted at the group behind him. It had only been twenty minutes since they arrived, so they were still on edge. The miners cheered and tromped after Pavel Stasenko. Thad and the aliens were silent as they brought up the rear.  
 
    “Are you my escort?” the sheriff asked over his shoulder as he shuffled after the miners.  
 
    “I think no,” Jotham replied, loping behind, dodging outcroppings and ducking to avoid low overhangs.  
 
    “Don’t let me get killed in here, Mast,” Thad said sincerely when he saw the rubble from the fall and the narrow tunnel carved through it.  
 
    “They say it is very bad to let your mine partner get killed. Very bad,” the alien explained.  
 
    “Then we’re agreed.” They put on their respirators when they saw the others doing it as they passed through the opening. Pavel stopped to talk with a short, blocky man. He wore a working-class jumpsuit with the sleeve stripes of management.  
 
    The foreman. P.C. Dickles.  
 
    He looked busy so the sheriff tried to remain hidden behind some of the others. The foreman glanced at the Ungloks, but nothing more. They were miners and he respected that. Thad could see it on the man’s face.  
 
    The sheriff was not a miner. That was evident by his service-class jumpsuit. P.C.’s eyes locked on his and he made a beeline for the sheriff.  
 
    “What in the hell are you doing down here? What do you know about mines?” the man said angrily. 
 
    “Not a damn thing, but they do,” the sheriff said, stabbing a thumb over his shoulder toward the aliens.  
 
    “You touch the rocks they tell you to touch and nothing more. I didn’t like the last sheriff, and I like you even less.” The foreman stormed off before the sheriff could reply.  
 
    Pavel Stasenko selected his all-human crew and they jogged downhill, headed into the depths of the mine.  
 
    *** 
 
    Shaunte Plastes sat at her desk, unable to think. An old and worn chair watched her. She shifted uncomfortably, thinking about the new man and whether he’d return for his chair or not. 
 
    She suspected the foreman might have him killed.  
 
    Mining operations were held up for the second time that month. She had finally approved the overtime after a long debate with herself. She didn’t want to go a full month without pay, but she couldn’t fail. She wanted to earn her father’s respect. She knew that she wouldn’t get it. Low yield at low cost or high yield at high cost.  
 
    Many sins were more easily forgiven with packed transports hauling the exotics to orbiting freighters.  
 
    She needed Dickles to get the issue resolved and reopen the mine. She got up and worked her way around the desk, angling sideways to get past the chair without touching it. She left her office on her way to the restaurant. She’d grab a sandwich. It was what she did every day, always too busy to eat anywhere other than her desk. 
 
    Shaunte was cordial to the serving staff. She waved her wrist over the recording device so the appropriate number of credits would be deducted from her wages. She stopped, grabbing an orange juice as an afterthought. She knew there wasn’t any orange juice in it, but there should have been based on what they were charging.  
 
    When she nestled in behind her desk, the empty chair continued to look at her accusingly. “What?” she asked it. 
 
    It continued to judge her silently.  
 
    “You think I’m making mistakes, don’t you? Left and right. Hey, look at that! Can’t go two minutes without making another mistake. I’ll show you, you ugly-ass chair.” Shaunte harrumphed. Deciding that wasn’t good enough, she gave the chair the finger, waving it around for emphasis.  
 
    She stopped, feeling oddly satisfied with putting the chair in its place. She smoothed her dress and ate half her sandwich before taking a small sip of her orange juice. Shaunte reached into a drawer and brought out a small bottle of clear liquid.  
 
    Alcohol was forbidden on Darklanding in private hands, but the Company Man had certain privileges. She swirled her drink with a finger, then licked the digit clean before wiping it on a napkin. The comm unit buzzed. She smiled as she answered.  
 
    “Dickles here. We’ve breached the first fall and we’re headed in. Did you know the sheriff came out here with a bunch of Gloks?”  
 
    “Good news. Do you have an idea of when you’ll find out about survivors?”  
 
    Shaunte winced at the profanity-laden tirade that the foreman delivered through his respirator. She waited patiently.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a no. Thanks for the update. Better get back to it.” She watched as the screen went blank without further conversation.  
 
    “Yes, I knew the sheriff was at the mine. The sun hasn’t set on his first day in Darklanding and there are bits and pieces of him scattered over half the planet,” she told the empty chair.  
 
    She smirked. “You, too? I have no words.”  
 
    Shaunte returned to her screen and started drafting her damage report, although the Company didn’t care about damage, only the impact to the bottom line.  
 
    “A buttload,” she told the blank form.  
 
    *** 
 
    The sheriff and the Ungloks stayed behind and watched as the foreman manned the walk-behind dozer, probing the fall.  
 
    He left it idling as he took a rock pike and jabbed it into a variety of gaps in the fallen ceiling. The others watched him with great interest as he worked his magic on the wall of stone. “This baby right here—strap it, and I’ll haul it out of there. Then we’ll be able to break through.” 
 
    The sheriff leaned close to Jotham. “Easy as that?” he asked in a low voice. 
 
    “The foreman is correct. That should do it.”  
 
    “You can tell that?”  
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    Together, they watched the events unfold. The boulder at the base of the pile, a strap wrapped around it by using their picks and pikes to push and pull the strap through small gaps. The foreman tied it off to the dozer and started working it backward.  
 
    “Watch out! Any moment now,” he pulled his respirator down to yell, replacing it as soon as he was done. He urged the little dozer to a greater feat of strength, revving to an ear-splitting whine. Jotham tapped the flip-down earmuffs from his hardhat. The sheriff quickly rotated his down as the boulder came free and rubble crashed and rolled.  
 
    Thad thought he heard maniacal laughter and saw the sparkle of the foreman’s eyes glittering in the dark. P.C. idled the dozer as he started yelling through his mask. “What are you waiting for? Get to it, ladies!”  
 
    The miners disappeared into the dust cloud as they surged into the start of a breach. Jotham tapped the sheriff on the shoulder. “Time to go to work, bitches,” the alien said matter-of-factly.  
 
    When all else fails, revel in the absurdity of it all, Thad thought as he waded into the dust cloud, grabbing a rock that P.C. pointed to, just like everyone else. He followed them out and dumped it on the growing pile to the side of the large intersection. 
 
    He followed the line of miners as it snaked across the tunnel, leaving as much space as possible for the encumbered, before they dove back into the fray, removing the stone an armload at a time with the foreman watching them with one eye and the ceiling with the other.  
 
    The aliens more than carried their fair share of the stone. Despite the spindly nature of their arms, they appeared to be inordinately strong. The sheriff looked at the rocks he was struggling to carry. The aliens made him feel small and insignificant.  
 
    He, for one, was happy they were by his side.  
 
    Despite the manpower, the work progressed slowly. The cave-in was more extensive than the foreman had thought. Jotham stopped next to the foreman. “Another ten meters,” he said simply. 
 
    “I think you’re right. We’ve a ways to go to break through. What do you think of the roof?”  
 
    “Needs support within the next five feet or we will get another fall.”  
 
    “Yup,” P.C. Dickles agreed before turning to his supporting cast. “You four,” he pointed, “back to the entrance and get more jack stands.”  
 
    The indicated four mumbled their agreement through their respirators as they turned and headed up the tunnel. The rest of the group continued to work until Jotham held out a hand. “This is good for now.”  
 
    P.C. looked closely at the ceiling. He pointed to two miners to start expanding the mouth of the breach. They seized the first group of rocks, and the mine began to shake. 
 
    “Get out!” he screamed at them, pulling at his respirator to yell a second warning.  
 
    But it was too late. The debris rolled with the temblor and avalanched over the two men. The other miners, aliens, and sheriff stood their ground, waiting for the shake to finish. As soon as it was over, there was a rush of activity with P.C. Dickles leading the charge into the debris and recklessly throwing stones from the two men.  
 
    The group soon formed a line to smooth the process as they handed one rock to the next. Thad stood after the last human and before the Ungloks. He had the hardest job of taking the stones at his waist level and lifting them upward to Mast Jotham’s waist.  
 
    Thad was okay with the hard job. He was there to help and if he was hurting come tomorrow, it wouldn’t impact his job, but the miners lost pay if they couldn’t work. He’d take one for the team.  
 
    Hell, he was probably already paying their OT out of his own pocket. He would have laughed, but the two miners buried in the rubble wouldn’t have found it funny.  
 
    It was sobering as they lifted the rocks. P.C. personally pulled the men free. His face was grim as he handed the bodies to the next miners, who reverently moved them up the tunnel to lay them peacefully by the side wall.  
 
    The foreman raised his hands to call for a moment of silence. The miners bowed their heads. No one removed their hard hats. That simply wasn’t done inside the mine. Hard hats with face shield and headlamps on at all times. Respirators on belts, within reach at all times.  
 
    When P.C. Dickles lifted his head, Thad thought he saw the man’s eyes glistening. He pulled his respirator down so he could be heard. “Get up, you four,” he called, pointing at the aliens.  
 
    Mast Jotham led the group toward the fall. The sheriff joined them. P.C. glared at the sheriff, but didn’t chase him away.  
 
    The foreman had ordered those two men into the breach moments before the collapse. The sheriff could charge him with manslaughter.  
 
    But he wouldn’t. Maybe if he hadn’t been there, he would have judged the man more harshly. The sheriff had seen it all with his own eyes. There was no incompetence. There was no recklessness. It was an accident as they continued their fight to free the others down below. Other miners that could have easily been dead, but they were all willing to die trying to rescue them.  
 
    Because if it ever happened to them, they would hold out hope that their fellows were coming, no matter what. 
 
    “We need to get through this,” P.C. said in a low voice. The sheriff noted the shaken confidence. The foreman knew who the best miners were and was asking for help.  
 
    “Yes. Let us look more closely,” Jotham said politely before the four aliens began talking in their own language. It sounded guttural and harsh, but the sheriff could hear the tones clearly as they resonated within the confines of the tunnel.  
 
    The Unglok language had developed within the caves.  
 
    It made sense, once the sheriff heard it for himself in the environment where they were at home.  
 
    Walk a mile in the other’s shoes, the sheriff thought.  
 
    The four Ungloks scoured the tunnel, across the fall, into the beginning of the breach, and along the opposite wall before returning to the foreman. The humans watched silently as the tall and thin aliens delivered their assessment.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    “Elliott. You need to calm down. Yelling at me isn’t in your best interest,” Shaunte said in measured tones, trying not to screech. She knew what she sounded like when angry.  
 
    Hysterical.  
 
    And not in the funny way. She had little enough credibility as the Company Man as it was. She fought every single day for respect and couldn’t destroy it because of the likes of Elliott Goldman.  
 
    “The ore shipments have stopped! We must get them going or we tell them to skip the next monthly shipment of supplies. What would you do without your monthly fix?” the production foreman asked accusingly.  
 
    A veiled threat.  
 
    Shaunte closed her eyes as she felt the heat rise up her neck and into her cheeks. He’d been there when she peeled off her special clothing shipment from a separate container. It had not been logged through the shipping accountability people. 
 
    He was now watching her, looking for her use of Company shipping for personal business. There were separate containers for personal purchases, and space within those came at a hefty premium.  
 
    Her guilty pleasure gave him leverage that she didn’t like. He had no proof, she saw to that with each shipment, but still, he was annoying. 
 
    “Elliott. If you would be so kind as to report to the mine and address your concerns with Foreman Dickles, I think you’ll find that he is doing everything he can to restore the transfer of ore to your facility.”  
 
    “He’s a madman! I’ll never go into the mine when he’s in there.” 
 
    “Then shut your stinking pie hole. We’re all doing our jobs. Maybe you can take your idled crew and clean up your plant, do some scheduled maintenance ahead of time? When you start receiving ore again, I expect it’s going to come fast and furious. I need you to be ready. Be warned. If you can’t keep up, I will crush you like the bug that you are.”  
 
    An unveiled threat.  
 
    “We’ll just see about that, missy!” The screen went blank. She gave her computer the finger.  
 
    “Maybe the sheriff could show you the error of your ways,” she suggested to the empty chair. “What do you think? Can he be influenced?” 
 
    *** 
 
    “The roof is solid. A new vein of exotics is in there, and that’s why it split. We believe the shifting is done, which means we should be able to break through the fall and get into the lower mine, find our people,” Jotham explained.  
 
    “This bit here doesn’t look stable.” P.C. pointed at the ceiling above the area where they’d removed the rock and started a breach through the roof collapse.  
 
    Jotham put his hands together as if he were praying and then pulled his palms slightly apart. “The two sides have found balance. These shards go deep into the ground. They will support all that is above. A jack stand right here would not hurt, if you would like to install one,” Jotham said clearly and slowly, in spite of wearing a respirator. 
 
    The foreman held a finger to his lips. The sound of shuffling feet came to them from the tunnel leading out. P.C. signaled to the last man in line to bring one jack stand forward as soon as it arrived. The foreman turned back to the Ungloks.  
 
    “I want you four to the lead the way removing the rock. Get us through there.”  
 
    “They say it is a great honor to lead a rescue.”  
 
    “Then the honor is yours, Glok,” P.C. replied coldly.  
 
    Jotham pondered a reply as the sheriff rolled his eyes. The alien talked with his fellows in their language before getting to work.  
 
    The sheriff never was one to hold his tongue. “You want them to save your people, but you can’t call them by their name. Unglok. Is that so hard?” the sheriff growled. The foreman glared back, before pushing the sheriff out of the way as he headed for the group of human miners.  
 
    Thad joined the Ungloks and started hauling out the rocks that they handed back. He hurried to the intersection, but the other miners just looked at him. “Come on!” he snarled. “Those men are still down there.”  
 
    Once the first miner leaned in, the others quickly joined in and restored the human chain.  
 
    “Thank you,” the sheriff told the first man. Thad’s sincerity must have been clear because the man smiled behind his mask and nodded.  
 
    Jotham and the others tore into the fall, pulling rocks while sliding on rubble, then pulling more. The chain of miners passed the stones back to the intersection at a frantic pace.  
 
    Jotham raised his mask and said loudly, “Dozer.” P.C. gave the thumbs up and fired up the walk-behind. He maneuvered it to give him the best angle into the fall as the alien indicated with arm signals. They stepped out of the way. 
 
    “Jack stand!” the foreman yelled through his mask, pointing to spots on the floor and on the ceiling. Two men hurried in front of the dozer and torqued the stand into place, checking that it was set before retreating behind the dozer.  
 
    P.C. checked the area in front of the dozer one more time before he sent the machine forward, using the hand levers to guide it along the path that Jotham had directed. It rammed into the remaining fall. Smaller stones tumbled down the pile as it was dislodged. The foreman backed the dozer up a few feet and rammed into the pile a second time. 
 
    Then a third. Backed up farther and hit it again and again. A space formed above the pile as stones from above rolled down the other side. The foreman started yelling at the fall as he revved the machine, hitting the pile harder and harder.  
 
    With a final lurch, it broke through, forcing the foreman to jog after the dozer. The Ungloks hurried into the breach, grabbing a few boulders remaining at head and shoulder height to keep them from falling. With superhuman strength, they move the rocks out of the breach, dropping and rolling them to the side of the tunnel down.  
 
    The fall had cut the power lines. It was dark below, but the foreman knew the mine. His headlamp illuminated the dust in the air, keeping the beam from shining too far ahead.  
 
    The aliens, miners, and sheriff worked their way through the breach, each following the aliens’ lead and removing a stone or three on their way through. They threw them aside and gathered around the foreman. He removed his mask and pulled hard to get enough air.  
 
    “You five, widen that breach. Put in a couple more jack stands. The rest of you, follow me, and don’t take off your masks. The air is bad on this side. We need to restore power to the air handlers.” He looked at the eager faces.  
 
    One young woman raised her hand. “Billy. Get on it.” She nodded and ran uphill. Everyone had multiple jobs. She was one of a few miners who were also electricians. She needed her gear and was running toward the entrance.  
 
    The foreman turned and headed downhill, waving at the dwindling group to follow. Thaddeus Fry hurried to walk alongside Mast Jotham. “Thank you!” he yelled through his respirator. “Great work back there. How do I say thank you in your language?”  
 
     “Boonodd.” The sheriff said it back to him. Jotham nodded. Thad looked at the others and told each of them thank you. They looked back at him without acknowledging that he’d spoken.  
 
    He shrugged. Regardless, he was thankful that they were through and heading deeper into the mine. Thad was confused that the other miners hadn’t been by the fall. He expected them to be waiting.  
 
    Thad had not known that there had been multiple collapses within the mine. Nothing happened in a vacuum. When one wall shifted, another would move, and then another.  
 
    The foreman had left the dozer behind. The sheriff was confused. No one else seemed worried. They looked determined. Thad continued marching downhill with the rest.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Any news from the mine?” Pierre asked while rolling the end of his mustache between two fingers.  
 
    “None,” Shaunte replied as she tried to get past Pierre. He blocked her way. 
 
    “Business is way off. Maybe you can do a little something?” he said in his weasely way.  
 
    She turned on him. “Get out of my way,” she demanded.  
 
    “I’m just saying…”  
 
    Shaunte glared at the man in his perfectly cleaned and pressed jumpsuit, the kind that she should have been wearing—service class with management stripes on the sleeve. She was dressed up as always, as if she were going to a business meeting in one of the inner systems. 
 
    Miss Dixie stood to the side, chuckling and shaking her head. “You’re just saying that you don’t care about the people trapped in the mine, only your own pocket,” she suggested. 
 
    “Of course. Was there any doubt about that? But Anglelook still turns and we still have a business to run with quotas and all,” he said, looking first to Dixie and then to Shaunte. 
 
    “It’s pronounced Ungwilook,” Dixie corrected.  
 
    “Yeah, just like I said. Anglelook.”  
 
    “You’re still in my way,” Shaunte said in an exasperated voice. Pierre slowly moved aside, frowning while holding his hands up. 
 
    “Thank you. Next time you interfere with Company business, I’ll turn you over to the sheriff,” she said in a low voice as she passed. She kept walking.  
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” he said too loudly. 
 
    She stopped and turned. “I won’t dare you, because you’re just stupid enough to try me. Be warned, Pierre. I am not putting up with your BS. And you need to stop helping yourself to your so-called staff. That won’t just get you dismissed, it’ll earn you a berth on the trash rocket into the sun.”  
 
    He stammered incomprehensibly as Shaunte returned to the task at hand—getting another glass of orange juice and a snack. It was going to be a long night ahead, especially if the miners hadn’t yet broken through.  
 
    From one to another, her management team was self-destructing. She knew that she had been given a weak team. It fell to her to develop them. She gritted her teeth thinking of the turd sandwich she’d been force-fed by her father. He knew she was determined to prove herself and had given her the most difficult assignment in the universe. 
 
    At least that was how she saw it. She grabbed what she wanted from the restaurant, paying on the way out and hurrying back to her office, then worked her way around the chair in the middle of the room and tapped the screen to call the mine foreman as she sat down.  
 
    He didn’t answer. Neither did Pavel Stasenko. She tried contact after contact until, finally, the equipment office answered. 
 
    “What the hell is going on out there? How come no one is answering?” she demanded in a rush. 
 
    “Damn. You just called me no one,” Davos, the equipment manager, replied.  
 
    Shaunte stammered a quick apology. 
 
    “Just kidding. They’re all in the mine. The cave-in cut the power to the repeaters. They cleared the first two falls, but they’re deeper in the mine now. We won’t be able to talk to them until Billy restores the power. She’s working on it right now. I wouldn’t know anything if she hadn’t told me about ten minutes ago when she checked out the electrician’s kit.”  
 
    “Thank you. I am tasking you to let me know when power is restored.” 
 
    “Will do,” Davos said, unsure of how he was supposed to know when power was restored to the lower sections of the mine.  
 
    *** 
 
    Thad found his hand resting on the butt of his weapon. The darkness was inky black. Only the areas directly in the headlamp beams were lit. Everything else was dark. It reminded him of an operation to clear a tunnel complex between one of the enemy installations on Centauri Prime. The enemy had used the darkness to their advantage. 
 
    Even with low-light enhanced displays, the op had been a horror show. He’d lost men to both enemy and friendly fire. The soldiers sent rounds into the haze of enhanced darkness, not knowing what was there. The enemy set traps.  
 
    So many traps.  
 
    The sheriff slowed his pace and the Ungloks left him behind. He moved to the side as his head started to swim. One of the miners slapped him on the shoulder and gave him the thumbs up as he passed. The small group of eight miners continued downhill. With his back against the wall, Thad took long deep breaths, pulling hard against his respirator.  
 
    He looked up and down the tunnel, letting his light shine through the darkness. The dust was settling now that the shuffling miners had passed.  
 
    A horrendous screech tore up the tunnel, then thunder, and finally, a dust cloud billowed his way.  
 
    His reverie broke and the former captain’s mind sharpened, focusing like a laser beam down the tunnel from where the sounds had come. He bolted downhill, running into the dust cloud before slowing, trying not to outrun his light.  
 
    The sidewall had collapsed, but the roof was intact. Scaling bars and rock pikes protruded from the rubble. The humans were injured and trapped. The four Ungloks were away from the collapse, with their backs against the wall, standing perfectly still. Covered in dust, they looked like ghosts.  
 
    The sheriff waded into the fall and started throwing rocks out of the way, freeing one miner after another. He stopped after a minute and looked at Jotham. “A little help, please?”  
 
    The Unglok pointed to the wall and shook his head. “Can we brace it? We have a couple jacks,” Thad suggested. 
 
    “Yes. Put one there against that crack and one over there.”  
 
    The sheriff got to work as the men groaned and pleaded for help. First one brace, using the wrench to crank it tightly into place, then the second brace. As soon as he turned back, the aliens were furiously digging the humans from the rocks.  
 
    Broken bones, bruises, lacerations. Their helmets had saved their heads. Thad and the aliens propped the miners up, five men, three women, but no foreman. “Where’s P.C.?”  
 
    Jotham looked back with a blank expression on his thin face. “P.C.!” Thaddeus yelled and scrabbled across the rock on his way downhill. He found the foreman past the slide, bruised and bleeding, but mostly undamaged. His eyes were vacant.  
 
    The foreman’s helmet was cracked. “Look at that! Takes a licking and keeps on ticking!” Thad told the man before turning serious. The Ungloks circled the pair. “Here’s what we’re going to do, P.C. We’re going down there to find the others and bring them out. We’ll be back for you, with the others, or we won’t be back at all.”  
 
    P.C. looked at him. His jaw worked for a bit before anything came out. “But you’re not a miner.”  
 
    “Today, I am. My friends and I are going deeper into the mine, look for survivors, because miners refuse to give up. We know that no matter what, someone is going to come looking for us. All we have to do is hang on until they get there. We are their someone. We gotta go, P.C. Stay here and keep the others comfortable. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”  
 
    The sheriff gripped the foreman’s shoulder, then let go, turned, and headed downhill with a bold stride. His light showed less dust the farther he went.  
 
    Jotham caught up and walked casually beside him. “If I was a betting Unglok, I would say that where once there was thirty, we are now five, and the odds are finally in our favor.”  
 
    “How so?” Thad asked, keeping his eyes forward and slowing as he came to an intersection.  
 
    Jotham pointed to the left. They turned and walked that way.  
 
    “Too many miners who don’t know the mine. You have us. We will be fine,” the alien explained. 
 
    “How did you guys escape that last fall? It caught everyone else. All of them and none of you.”  
 
    “We heard it before the others and jumped out of the way. They hesitated. In the mine, you must never hesitate. They say that those who delay, die. That’s what they say.”  
 
    The sheriff stopped and cupped a hand over his ear, listening to sounds from below. Groans. Scrapes.  
 
    “Come on!” he shouted as he took off running. The Ungloks loped after him, easily catching up and then matching his pace.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Shaunte drummed her fingers on her desk. “Screw this,” she declared as she removed her dress and put on her jumpsuit. There was only one like hers—service class, but with sleeves a different color. Some planets had multiple people in senior management positions who wore the Company’s distinctive uniform.  
 
    Most planets did, but not an outpost on the frontier like Darklanding.  
 
    She hurried out the door, through the saloon, and headed for the street where she intended to wave down the next shuttle and go to the mine.  
 
    It took longer than she expected and she started jogging. People cleared out of her way. The worst thing they could imagine was the Company Man running. The people bolted in fear, racing for their quarters.  
 
    To do what, Shaunte couldn’t imagine. She settled into a fast walk, something that demonstrated confidence instead of panic.  
 
    The shuttle appeared, but it was nearly empty. She waved it down. It was the mine’s night shift crew. Only two miners were in their seats when the bus should have been full. Nearly all of the night shift had already reported and were working overtime.  
 
    Shaunte groaned thinking about how much this accident was costing her. She still had no idea on the extent of the damage, either to the mine or to the personnel. Both would require a great deal of paperwork, but the loss of production would require more detail.  
 
    Kill a miner, but don’t impact production? That would be a fairly trivial affair. The sheriff wouldn’t even have to investigate the death.  
 
    She found herself questioning the priorities. She also realized that she should have gone to the mine earlier. “Damn sheriff,” she muttered.  
 
    The shuttle dropped off its three passengers at the equipment shed. Shaunte led the way inside while the other two followed out of curiosity.  
 
    “News?” she demanded of Davos. She had only met the man twice.  
 
    “Miss Plastes! What are you doing here?” 
 
    “The mine is broken, and I’m here to fix it. I admit that I don’t know how, but the people who do are down there.” She waved her hand in the general direction of the mine entrance. “And I’m going to find them.”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Davos said politely as he handed her gear over. She knew how to put it on, but wasn’t experienced. She took her time while the other two threw on their gear as only experienced professionals could. Once finished, they watched her complete her preparations. Once ready, she hitched her belt to make sure her gear wouldn’t shift, then waved at the two miners to follow.  
 
    When they reached the entrance, she thought better of her bravado. “Lead the way, gentlemen,” she told them. The two miners shrugged and headed into the mine, clicking on their headlamps the instant they crossed the threshold from the world above to the one below. 
 
    The trio headed downward toward the first cave-in, through the narrow breach, and onward, staying to the left where the tunnel branched. They stopped when they saw the two bodies, but jack stands were in place and a gap had been cleared through the remains of the fallen ceiling.  
 
    She noted the two casualties, using her pad to download their personal data from their implants before joining the two miners waiting impatiently near the rubble.  
 
    Billy was on a ladder feverishly splicing a cable.  
 
    “Is that to get power back to the bottom of the mine?” Shaunte asked, not caring if her question sounded stupid. 
 
    The electrician stopped, looked over her shoulder, saw the jumpsuit, and replied cautiously. “Yes, ma’am.”  
 
    “Quick as you can, and thank you. We’re headed in.” Shaunte waved at the two miners to keep moving. They turned without delay and disappeared into the gap. She hurried to catch up, taking care not to touch the jack stands or the rocks. Her headlamp cast eerie shadows as she tossed her head back and forth in a failed attempt to shine the light everywhere at once.  
 
    The miners ahead of her continued downward at a brisk pace until they started to run. She didn’t want to lose them in the darkness, so she took off after them. She did not have to run. They only went twenty meters until they stopped and crouched to talk with a number of men sprawled against the tunnel wall. The remnants of another cave-in was just beyond. Two jack stands were braced against the wall. 
 
    “How unstable is this place?” she asked.  
 
    One of the miners shrugged before he and the other man put on their respirators. Shaunte hadn’t thought about it, although the dust in the air should have warned her to put her mask on earlier. Or maybe they didn’t want to talk with her, and it was a challenge while wearing the respirator. 
 
    They went from one person to another as they confirmed that all the miners were alive. Shaunte watched the two men breathe quickly, almost to the point of hyperventilating. She collected the information from each using her pad, while trying to be reassuring.  
 
    She thought that her presence in that situation should have boosted their spirits. She’d always been taught to avoid the front lines of labor because they had nothing in common.  
 
    Maybe my life is different, my goals different, but we’re all the same people, she thought. “We’ll get you out of here as soon as we find the others. Where is the foreman? Or the sheriff?” she yelled through her mask. 
 
    The middle-aged woman started to lift an arm to point, but winced and gasped. When she calmed, she was able to cough out two words. “Down there.”  
 
    The miners all squinted when she turned her head to look at the opening through the rockfall.  
 
    When her two companions talked with the other miners, they turned their heads, never shining their light in the other’s face. Her inexperience was obvious.  
 
    I’m not just like them. I’m not as good as these people. At least they know their jobs. 
 
    She tipped her head up to look over the heads of the two men with whom she’d entered the mine. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    “We can’t leave these people here!” one of the men exclaimed. He looked angry.  
 
    “There are more down there and they need our help, too.”  
 
    “Sorry, ma’am. We’re going to start taking these out and get them some help.”  
 
    Shaunte could have ordered the men, but she didn’t know the procedures well enough to be certain that they weren’t doing what they were supposed to.  
 
    “I’ll go ahead,” she told them. They waved her away as she inadvertently shined her light in their faces. She mumbled an apology and turned her attention down the tunnel.  
 
    She stepped through the cleared pathway, taking great care not to touch anything for fear of setting off another slide. On the other side of the fall, she saw a man in a working-class jumpsuit with stripes on his sleeves.  
 
    The foreman. She hurried to him, but his head wavered and his eyes were unfocused. “P.C.!” she yelled through her respirator at his face. She shook him, which made his eyes roll back in his head. His chin dropped to his chest. The mask twisted on the foreman’s face.  
 
    Shaunte adjusted it to help the mask seal. When she was satisfied, she stood and pointed her headlamp down the tunnel. Downward it went with a slight turn to the left before disappearing around a turn back to her right.  
 
    She walked boldly downhill with only her headlamp to light the way.  
 
    *** 
 
    They passed ten side tunnels before the sheriff spoke. “There!” he said, pointing. Ahead, a hand stuck out of more rubble. It looked like a slab had come loose and levered downward, remaining intact as it hit, but that had brought down the surrounding stone. One man had been caught on the edge.  
 
    The sheriff ran to the hand and grabbed it, but it was dead flesh. The sheriff and two of the Ungloks started digging. Jotham and the other surveyed the surrounding area.  
 
    “Not good, Sheriff. The cave is unhappy. We should probably leave.”  
 
    “No,” Thad declared as he kept digging until he could pull the body free. He removed his mask and started yelling. “Anyone in there?” They had heard the agonized howls of those in pain, both human and Unglok, but they couldn’t see anyone else.  
 
    A voice yelled back from beneath the slab, before it degenerated into a racking cough. The sheriff moved the body out of the way, less delicately than he should have, but much time had passed since the initial reports of the cave-in. The Ungloks stood back, accepting the rocks that Thad passed, but not helping him dig.  
 
    He took a break, his respirator struggling to keep up. Jotham talked with the other aliens in their language. He thought he heard his name mixed within the Unglok words. They stopped talking. Jotham moved the sheriff out of the way.  
 
    “They say it is a great honor to lead a rescue.”  
 
    “What took you so long?” the sheriff mumbled through his mask.  
 
    “We don’t want to die during said rescue and the mountain is unstable. We will help free the miners and then we must leave, if we’re still able.”  
 
    Thad nodded and motioned for them to start. He leaned against the tunnel wall and tried to slow his breathing. He thought he’d been in good shape when he arrived, but was finding out that he was not. He was tired and sore.  
 
    He watched as the aliens quickly cleared the rubble, exposing a crawlspace beneath the leaning slab. The miners crawled to where they could be pulled out and one by one, four men, three women, and two Ungloks were removed. Of the nine, only two were uninjured—one of the women and one of the aliens. The rest would have to be carried out.  
 
    The sheriff looked the woman in the face. “Is there anyone else down there?” He pointed to make sure she knew what he was talking about. She vigorously shook her head.  
 
    “We were the bottom team. Didn’t you check the tag board?” 
 
    Thad remembered the board. He’d had to put his temporary tag on the board before he could enter the mine. Everyone who went in had to put up a tag and then remove that tag when they left the mine. The Company was very strict about that. The tags were linked to the implants. The Company used them for pay purposes. The miners used them for accountability, since they never wanted to leave one of their own behind.  
 
    The sheriff nodded to the woman.  
 
    Thad pulled his mask down. “We each take one,” he told them. Someone pointed up the tunnel at the lone headlamp coming their way. “Belay that.” 
 
    They waited until the other person arrived. The combined lights of the sheriff and the Ungloks shone up the tunnel. Thad saw the sleeves of the jumpsuit and the blonde hair sticking out from under the helmet. He crossed his arms and shook his head. 
 
    “How’s it going?” she yelled through her mask.  
 
    “Nine rescued, one dead down here. We don’t believe there is anyone deeper in the mine. We need to get these people out. You didn’t bring anyone with you?” the sheriff asked. 
 
    “Two, but they’re helping the last bunch.” She pointed a thumb over her shoulder.  
 
    They heard the scraping and clanking of a work crew, which drew everyone’s attention. From the nearest side tunnel, lights appeared and the group that the foreman had sent on the long journey to the bottom of the mine strolled out.  
 
    “What’s up?” Pavel Stasenko called with the ten stout miners behind him. They weren’t wearing their respirators. Their route must have been clear.  
 
    “You’re a sight for sore eyes. We need help getting this bunch out of here, and then another group partway up, and then more. It’s a total crapfest. You need your respirators from here on out,” the sheriff told him with his mask pulled away from his face, before letting it settle back over his nose and mouth.  
 
    Jotham picked up a human, draping his arms over his shoulders as if wearing a backpack. One of the Ungloks picked up the injured alien, and the rest hauled someone to their backs.  
 
    “The mine is not getting more stable as we stand here,” Jotham suggested.  
 
    “Gotta go, Pavel. Lead the way out.”  
 
    Stasenko nodded once. Shaunte headed up the tunnel first and scanned people as they passed. She scanned the sheriff last as she joined him to be the last ones out. Thad’s lip curled in disgust at being scanned.  
 
    They had done that to him when he served in the military. He swore ‘never again,’ but here he was, getting scanned, his movements tracked, his whole life serving at the pleasure of the Company.  
 
    “Looks like we have everyone accounted for,” she shouted.  
 
    The sheriff nodded. The Ungloks were out-pacing the humans.  
 
    “Pick up the pace people!” the sheriff yelled past his mask.  
 
    The group surged forward, spurred on by the realization that the aliens, natural cave dwellers that they were, were hurrying to get out of the mine. They adopted a shuffling run in order to close the distance. 
 
    When they reached the next cave-in, they slowed to pass the obstruction without their vibrations or carelessness starting another rockfall. Pavel personally picked up the foreman and without hesitation, continued through the gap.  
 
    They picked up the injured and the dead. Even the sheriff hoisted one over his shoulder. The man cried out in pain. “Sorry,” the sheriff called out, but he didn’t change what he was doing. If Jotham was to be believed, they needed everyone out of the mine.  
 
    When they reached Billy, Shaunte yelled at her to join them.  
 
    “But I’m almost done!” she replied. 
 
    “We’re evacuating the mine. The Ungloks don’t think it is stable. We need to pull out and reassess,” Shaunte explained. 
 
    “But production…”  
 
    “Production will get rolling when we are sure it’s safe to work.”  
 
    Billy hesitated. She had heard those words before, but they were never followed by action. Production always came first. People were expendable.  
 
    “Give me one minute?” she asked. Shaunte watched the backs of the day and night crews as they continued uphill toward the mine entrance.  
 
    “One minute,” Shaunte declared. The sheriff stood, shifting his weight nervously as time crawled.  
 
    Billy’s hands moved in a blur before she wrapped tape around her last efforts. She jumped from the ladder and ran up the tunnel a few steps before stopping to throw the breaker. The lights blinked on in succession, lighting the way downward. The whine of the air handlers echoed through the empty space.  
 
    A low rumble started to shake the ground.  
 
    “Run!” the sheriff yelled, waving and propelling the two women before him. They quickly outran him as they weren’t carrying an injured person. Rocks started to break free from the sidewalls, falling to the tunnel floor and rolling downhill. Shaunte and Billy dodged them as they ran out the entrance. 
 
    Billy kept running, but Shaunte stopped and turned, removing her mask as she gulped for air. The thunder of a massive cave-in echoed out the tunnel mouth, sending a massive dust cloud spewing forth.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    The sheriff ran into the Company Man and they both stumbled and fell. The sheriff hit the ground face first to keep the injured man from landing on the concrete. They both grunted in pain. 
 
    Extra hands appeared from nowhere and gently lifted the injured miner off Thad’s back. Long skinny hands reached under the sheriff’s shoulders and lifted him upright. Blood ran down his nose and into his mouth.  
 
    “Damn,” he grumbled as he tipped his head back. 
 
    The Ungloks each put their hands on the sheriff and together, they muttered the same phrases. When they finished, the others walked away, leaving Jotham along with the Company Man and the sheriff. 
 
    “What was that all about?” Thad asked. 
 
    “They say it is a great honor to lead a rescue.”  
 
    “I hear that’s what they say,” the sheriff replied, still having no idea what they were talking about.  
 
    “Whenever you go underground, we will go with you,” Jotham intoned, a hand over his heart. 
 
    “Even when you’re my deputy?”  
 
    “Hang on. There’s never been an alien deputy,” Shaunte interjected. 
 
    “On Ungwilook, we’re the aliens. We could not have saved those people without him. Everyone would have gotten trapped in there. I need him, and I know that I have the authority to hire any deputy I want. So I’m hiring him, if he’ll take the job.”  
 
    “They say that we shouldn’t need laws or enforcers,” Mast Jotham said. 
 
    The sheriff waited. “I’d like to say that it’s our job to make ourselves obsolete.”  
 
    “I’ve never been obsolete before. I’ll try it.”  
 
    “Welcome aboard, Deputy.” 
 
    Shaunte looked closely at the sheriff and the new deputy. She knew the sheriff was right. He could hire who he wanted. She wondered if they could pay the alien less while billing the Company for the full amount.  
 
    “Hey! What are you doing here?” The realization dawned on the sheriff. “You’re supposed to be watching my chair.”  
 
    *** 
 
    The injured were taken to the small infirmary, where they were treated and released. Even the broken bones were set and the people sent away. They held one person back—the foreman. His concussion rendered him useless to care for himself. The nurse was put on overtime and the payment would come from the foreman’s salary.  
 
    It was how things worked in the frontier.  
 
    The sheriff and the Company Man were the last two to leave. It was past midnight and the two walked the empty streets of Darklanding on their way back to the Mother Lode. Her quarters were at the end of the hallway from his room. She had five times the space, but all the responsibility. He didn’t begrudge her that. 
 
    Dixie was sitting on the bar when they arrived. She glowered at the Company Man.  
 
    “I’ve been worried sick about you,” she said as she slid to the floor, making sure that her skirt caught on the countertop to expose her red silk thong. She brushed her skirt down with a demure, “Oh, my…” 
 
     “She was perfectly fine fighting the mine’s evil demons. But we had a good team, so she was safe. You needn’t have worried about her,” the sheriff said smoothly, not taking the madam’s bait.  
 
    Dixie grunted at him. The two excused themselves as they went to Shaunte’s office. She unlocked the door and he smiled when he saw his chair, right where he left it. She worked her way past it and flopped heavily into her chair. He dropped into his, having finally taken a load off his feet. His shoulders sagged as the sudden realization of how tired he was hit him.  
 
    “Nightcap?” she asked as she removed the liquor from her desk drawer. “I’m sorry, I don’t have any glasses, it appears.” 
 
    He stood to keep from falling asleep and held out his hand. She slapped the bottle into it. He unscrewed the top, sniffed it, and took a swig. He swallowed it and smacked his lips.  
 
    “Good stuff,” he said, handing the bottle back. She looked at the bottle in disgust before wiping the mouth of it with her sleeve, then a second time before she took a swig and coughed. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, it’s been a long day. I’ll take my chair and get out of your way.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything to stop him. She was tired too, but had a report to complete. Three dead, nearly a score injured, and the mine closed. It wasn’t going to be a fun night. 
 
    “Thanks for coming in after us. I’ve never heard of a Company Man taking a risk like that. I don’t have much experience, but it doesn’t seem like something you people would do,” he said over his shoulder as he nudged the door open with the toe of his dusty boot. 
 
    “You people?” she wondered, but he was already gone. 
 
    *** 
 
    The new day brought a new series of challenges. Sheriff Thaddeus Fry now had a deputy and no office. He also had no way of contacting his deputy. He didn’t know anything about Darklanding besides there were three fewer people than when he arrived.  
 
    So much to learn, Thaddeus, he told himself. But I think there are some good people here. Tall and skinny, short and wide, we’re all the same. Just trying to do a little better today than yesterday, maybe even retire some day and start enjoying life.  
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    The End of Episode 1. 
 
    Stay tuned, a Darklanding Episode will be published every 18 days. Look for Episode 2, Ike Shot the Sheriff on January 5, 2018. Join our newsletter lists to be the first to know when each new episode drops. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading this story.  If you liked it, please leave a review. 
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    Author Notes: Scott Moon 
 
    I love a good story well told. Growing up in Kansas, Nebraska, and Colorado means every family trip is a long one. When I wasn’t fighting with my sister in the family car, I listened to mom and dad tell stories…or listen to Jimmy Buffett cassette tapes. When I was twelve, my mother suggested we write a book together for kids my age. That was thirty-six years ago. I’ve been writing ever since. As a lifelong creative, I play guitar, sketch, and do anything that seems like it could be an adventure—from martial arts to skydiving (when time and money allows!) 
 
    Darklanding is based on a concept by Diane Velasquez, Dorene Johnson, and Kat Lind who also provide developmental editing for the series. 
 
    When Craig brought me onto the project, he described it as Firefly meets Bonanza. As a fan of both shows, I knew this was a story I'd been longing to write. I grew up on Bonanza and Firefly has it's following for a good reason. He went on to explain that some of his other trusted collaborators who developed the idea—Diane, Dorene, and Kat, were excited about the idea as well. 
 
    So we moved forward. 
 
    Craig wrote the first episode, Assignment Darklanding, and asked me if I could write in this story-verse. I read Assignment Darklanding several times and listened to it on my phone app while driving several more. In short, I love the story, and we started working together in earnest. 
 
    Darklanding is about a cast of main characters that includes Sheriff Thaddeus Fry, Shaunte Plastes, Dixie, Pierre, P. C. Dickles and more. Each and every one of them has a unique story to tell on this frontier world. As the drama unfolded, there were new arrivals, including a mysterious runaway named Ruby Miranda and a brute of a SagCon special investigator named Michael “Sledge” Hammer. I've never been the type of writer to “caste” characters by comparing them to famous movie personalities. That being said, Sledge may look a little bit like “Hoss” (Dan Blocker) from Bonanza. 
 
    Character driven fiction has always been my favorite. Plot is merely the things they do to get the things they want but can’t have. As things got more complicated, I developed some of "beats" or "micro themes" that I use to keep track of the character’s shenanigans: Sheriff Thaddeus Fry / Who killed the previous Sheriff? / rich runaway and why she's dangerous / flipping tires / exotic A19 / Shaunte’s Triumph / outlaws / Mast Jotham and his Spirit quest / Justice / hard work / culture shock. 
 
    Do the trials and tribulations of the Ungloks resemble that of Native Americans and other populations that have suffered during empire building regimes? Perhaps. Science fiction has always been a way to talk about our worlds and our condition. Are we trying to make a statement? I don’t think so. The characters must speak from themselves. And yet…we can all relate, right? 
 
    I hope you enjoy Darklanding. Please share your thoughts with Craig and I as we continue this epic adventure on the edge of the nowhere. 
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    Written on 11/12/17 
 
    Look at you (if you’re reading this, I’m looking at you) and I’m thanking you for still reading!  
 
    If you’ve read any of my stuff, you know that this isn’t about me, but you. I want to make sure that you’ve had a great experience reading this first installment of the Darklanding serials.  
 
    This wasn’t my idea. It was the brainchild of Diane, Dorene, and Kat. They talked about it and wanted me to write it, having confidence that I would do their storyline justice. The characters, the interactions, the social issues. I loved the storyline, but knew that I would be time-challenged. Then I met Scott Moon – a brother from another mother. I liked his style and he fit in well with the concept. So I wrote this book, but Scott studied it and will carry the torch for future volumes in this series. I’m having a lot of fun. I love these characters and could see them on a TV series someday.  
 
    Watch – it’ll happen and then they’ll cancel it prematurely, just like they did to Firefly! Those bastards!  
 
    We have a foot of snow on the ground and temps are about ten degrees above zero Fahrenheit. It’s beauty outside, just cold and snowy, but that’s the way it is in the Sub-Arctic. We live 150 miles from the Arctic Circle. It’s nice this far out. There’s low population density so we get to live in peace. We have one utility – electricity. Everything else is trucked in, including our water, fuel, propane, pellets for the stove. We have a septic and have to haul our trash to the dump ourselves. But I bought a truck for that purpose and it is way cool. I’ve never owned a truck before, but it was time. Living ten miles outside Fairbanks, Alaska has its challenges. Needing to borrow a truck shouldn’t be one of them. 
 
    So here we are, looking at the first in a long series. When this book gets published, we will already have the next four installments ready and will parcel them out exactly 18 days apart, which is because of Amazon’s algorithms in order to get the most from what Amazon will give us in regards to exposure. We’re not gaming the system, but we’re delivering content (i.e. great stories) using an optimized frequency. It took a lot of work to get where we are, so there’s no gaming of anything. It was work, and Scott and I have high hopes that Amazon helps us deliver Darklanding into that many more hands. If you like it, please share the link, drop a few words in a positive review, and help us keep moving forward because we don’t want to canceled like Firefly! 
 
    Nooooooooo! 
 
    No matter what, we still have our families, without whom we wouldn’t be who we are.  
 
    I'm a lifelong daydreamer and student of human interaction. I have some degrees, but those don't matter when it comes to telling the story. Engaging characters within a believable narrative—that's what it’s all about. I live in the interior of Alaska, far away from an awful lot, but I love it here. It is natural beauty at its finest. 
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