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      The Humvee ground to a stop inside the garage of an old car dealership, the engine rumbling in the exposed space for a few seconds before Reva shut it down. Opening the door and sliding out, she turned toward the rear of the truck, squinting her eyes in a vain attempt to see further back through the falling snow. Her boots crunched on the broken glass that lined the floor of the garage, along with cracks where vegetation had sprung up long ago, its growth impeded by the season.

      Dressed in a fur-lined heavy leather coat over a simple red flannel shirt and jeans, she only felt the bite of the cold air on her face and ears, which were already undoubtedly reddening from the chill. Exhaling sharply, she watched her breath spread from her mouth like smoke.

      She hated the north. Doubly so this time of year. The only thing she hated more were raiders.

      They were such a damn waste of time and ammunition.

      Reva reached back into the Hummer, grabbing her P-90 plasma rifle before locking the Hummer’s door and slamming it shut. Another glance out into the snow, and she was pretty sure she spotted the faint outline of a horse at the edge of her visibility.

      Another sigh, and she retreated from the vehicle, walking over a fallen door to pass through the doorframe where it had once been mounted. She entered a short corridor and continued to the showroom. The glass face of the dealership had been shattered so long ago that a slowly advancing ooze of brown mud covered the bottom sill and spilled into the room. Oddly enough, the cars remained where they were parked when the demons had come and the world ended, though time and exposure had eaten away the rubber tires and rodents had taken care of the interiors. She saw a few of the little critters scatter at her approach, seeking cover beneath or inside the cars.

      She crouched low as she made her way to the closest vehicle, using it as cover. Another glance outside confirmed the raiders had stayed with her, following the trail the Hummer’s big tires had left in the snow. She was relatively sure they wanted her truck more than they wanted her, though this far removed from the nearest occupied settlement there were no guarantees. They probably wanted both. A warm body, willing or not. Plus a warm ride that would fetch a premium in certain markets.

      Reva had no intention of giving them either.

      She sat with her back against the car’s fiberglass body and planted her plasma rifle’s stock against the filthy, dilapidated floor. Flipping a switch on the weapon, it hummed softly as it came to life. A screen displayed the estimated number of remaining shots in the cell plugged into the magazine well. Over two hundred. Way more than enough. If she had counted right when she blew through the raider’s roadblock, there were ten of them on her tail. Twelve at most. A tough go for most people who might encounter the raiders.

      But she wasn’t most people.

      And today, because they refused to take a critical eye to the clues and consider what kind of person might be driving around the wintery wastelands of the upper reaches in what had once been known as the United States Of America, they were going to die. Hopefully before her ears froze off.

      She waited somewhat patiently for them to get closer, listening for the sound of hoofbeats, though they would be deadened somewhat by the snowfall. She had to be careful not to hit any of the horses. The Sheriff wouldn’t like it if she killed the animals, and she liked and respected him too much not to use caution. They were friends stuck on opposite sides of a manhunt that had spanned lightyears, each with their own agenda. It was a lousy place to be. But she had orders.

      Nearly a minute passed before the sounds of the horses reached her ears. She could only hear six. Of course, the raiders could see the Hummer in the garage. She had left the door open on purpose. No doubt, they had decided to split up and surround the building. They didn’t stop to wonder why someone in a truck that could drive through the snow faster than their horses could run would pause to wait for them. Although in this case, it wasn’t solely to dispatch a nuisance like them. She had a more important reason to be here, even if here didn’t seem to be any more important than anywhere else.

      The horses slowed, and Reva was confident enough she heard the riders dismount. Boots on snow actually crunched louder than hooves. Able to pick out each of the raider’s positions just based on the sound, she shifted from her sitting position to a crouch, ready to make her move. Plotting her attack in her mind, she shouldered the plasma rifle, made sure it was set to single-shot mode, and drew in one last breath. Her heart rate remained steady and calm, her focus all on the task at hand.

      A whisper of a sound from behind her left shoulder stole her attention, and she whirled around, spotting one of the raiders just as he began to squeeze the trigger of his revolver. She rolled to the side as the round smashed through the car, barely missing her. Letting go of her rifle in mid dive, she pulled a knife and threw it. The blade dug into the man’s thigh, disrupting his aim as the muscle gave out, bringing him to a knee. His second and third round went high over Reva’s head.

      He didn’t get a chance to fire a fourth round. She whipped her sidearm from its magnetic mooring on her hip and squeezed off four well-grouped rounds, all of which found the man’s chest. He looked down at the bloodstain growing across his shirt front before collapsing.

      Another bullet whistled past Reva’s ear, this one fired from her opposite flank. She couldn’t believe how quietly the raiders were moving. She hadn’t even heard this guy approach, and he had to easily weigh a hundred kilos. At least his aim was off. She lunged forward onto one knee, two more bullets screaming past her as she brought her weapon to bear. Her rounds didn’t miss, one to the forehead, one to each eye. The raider toppled like a sack of potatoes.

      “Reva!” The shout came from out in front of the building. She spun around, ready to shoot. The riders had remounted and reached the dealership while she was distracted by the two she’d killed. They all aimed rifles at her now. Plasma, just like hers.

      These were no ordinary raiders.

      “Drop the gun, keep your hands where we can see them, and you might not die tonight,” the apparent leader said.

      “Who the hell are you?” she shouted back.

      “Bennett sends his regards,” the man answered.

      A chill ran down Reva’s spine. Those four words told her everything she needed to know about the riders.

      Custodians.

      “Is that why you haven’t shot me yet?”

      “The only reason,” the man admitted. “He said you’d be willing to listen to reason. To be honest, we don’t really give a damn about you. We just want to know what you did to help the Sheriff, and where we can find him now.”

      “You might as well be asking me which direction the winds on Proxima are blowing right now. I haven’t got a clue where the Sheriff is. Why do you care, anyway? Isn’t his wife’s clone the one you want?”

      “Bennett’s heading up that side of the operation himself.”

      “We drew the short straws. Ten days waiting in the cold for you to show up. At least his advice on how to corral you wasn’t all spitting in the wind.”

      “You sound like you’ve been on Earth way too long.”

      He laughed. “Maybe once I bag the Sheriff, Grimmel will let me go home.”

      “Keep dreaming, buddy. There’s only one way to leave the Custodians.”

      “I guess I’ll find out.” He slid his finger from the trigger guard to the trigger. “Maybe I believe you don’t know where the Sheriff is. But we know you led him somewhere. We know you gave him something. You’re going to tell us what it was.”

      A soft tone buzzed inside Reva’s head, followed by three more in rapid succession. Reva looked away from the Custodian leader, glancing at each of the riders in turn. “Not the horses,” she whispered.

      “Well?” the Custodian said. “Do I need to shoot you to get you to talk? C’mon, Reva. We don’t have to do things the hard way.”

      She emphasized her sigh. “Fine. I took him to an old Organization safe house. I gave him a Bloodhound.”

      “No bull?”

      “No bull.”

      He smiled. “See how easy that was?” He leveled the rifle at her. “I’ll kill you nice and quick for the—”

      A plasma bolt shot from the sky, lancing straight through his skull and killing him before slamming into the asphalt with a loud crack between two of the horses. Both horses screamed. One reared, the other danced aside, bumping into another horse and distracting the rest of the riders. Before they could react, seven more bolts rained down, each burning through a Custodian before crashing into the ground. Not a single shot hit the animals. The dead Custodians were still sliding off them as Reva holstered her sidearm and retrieved her rifle.

      Reva vaulted the car and hurried to the front of the dealership to watch the starship land.
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      The Centurions had launched their assault from nearly half a kilometer away and from twice as high, implants in Reva’s eyes allowing them to target the enemy on the ground that they couldn’t otherwise see.

      As their ship punched through the clouds, the blue glow of its main thrusters reflected off the falling snow. Dropping quickly, the angular, wedge-shaped craft barely made a sound as it approached. The glow of the engines faded as they neared the ground, replaced by a light hum of anti-gravity coils embedded in the hull. Rotating until the ship’s port side faced Reva, its skids extended and it gently touched dirt, sending the dead Custodian’s horses hightailing it for the hills.

      A hatch opened halfway along the length of the dark ship, an inner light casting the silhouette of a man in the hatchway. Reva was surprised the Organization had sent a suit all the way from Proxima to check on her progress. It figured. She was already embarrassed enough that she’d needed help against the Custodians.

      Walking with purpose, the suit descended a short ramp that extended out from beneath the hatch to the ground. His face remained in shadow as he walked toward her, his identity still a mystery. She glanced over his shoulder as a pair of Centurions descended the ramp to the bottom of it, taking up guard positions on either side. Unaccustomed to an uncontrolled climate, their heavy armor would help keep them warm planetside in such a cold climate.

      “I expected radio comms,” Reva said to the suit. “You came a long way for an admittedly weak report, Mister…?”

      An older man with a weathered but still handsome face and a thick head of salt and pepper hair, he finally got close enough for her to see his face and identify him. She immediately felt her cheeks flush, doubly embarrassed now that she knew who she was addressing with relative informality.

      “General Haeri,” she welcomed crisply, snapping to attention and saluting. “My apologies, sir. Your presence is…highly unusual.”

      “At ease, Captain,” Haeri said in a calm but strong voice. Reva shifted her posture to parade rest, knowing this man would look equally commanding if naked in a shower as he did in a room full of hardened veterans. She did her best not to let herself show how intimidating his military bearing really was.

      “It was a long trip,” the General continued, “but this is important. As important as anything we’ve had to deal with since Hayden wiped out the trife. I don’t think I need to tell you how dangerous Natalia Duke’s clone might be. Besides, when it comes to news about Sheriff Hayden Duke, the last thing I want is a second-hand report.”

      Reva tried to shake off her sudden chill. “Yes, sir. I’m sure you’ve seen my earlier reports. You know I witnessed the Natalia clone’s capabilities first-hand.”

      “I do. Which is precisely why I wanted to meet with you in person.” He smiled. “I didn’t expect to find you knee deep in it.” His gaze drifted to the dead men, the snow already beginning to cover them.

      “Custodians, sir,” Reva said, certain it was all the explanation Haeri would need.

      His eyebrows furrowed. “They came for you?”

      “They wanted to know if I knew where Sheriff Duke was.”

      “Do you?” he asked, eyebrows rising expectantly.

      “It was in my report, sir.”

      “Was it?” he questioned.

      Reva’s heart began thumping. She had left out the part about the safe house and the Bloodhound. But somehow, Haeri seemed to know.

      “I also don’t think I need to tell you how dangerous Hayden Duke is when it comes to a clone of his dead wife,” Haeri added suggestively.

      “He’ll do anything to make sure he gets to her first,” Reva said. “And if we get to her first, he’ll do anything to get her back from us.”

      “And you do know that when you say anything, that isn’t hyperbole, don’t you, Captain?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He stared at her for what Reva felt was akin to a lifetime. “I’m not trying to figure out why you would help him. I’ve met Sheriff Duke, so I understand. What I’m trying to deduce is why you would risk your career by trying to hide from me the fact that you helped him.”

      Reva swallowed hard. “You came a long way to court-martial me in person, sir. To be honest, part of me feels honored.”

      When Haeri smiled, Reva wasn’t sure if he was ready to completely chew her out or ask her out for drinks. “You’re the best operative I have down here, Captain. I can’t afford to waste that. And to be honest, outside of disregarding orders, I think you did the right thing. It’s better to let Hayden see you as more of an ally. It’ll help us get closer to him.”

      “But we are allies, aren’t we, sir? He helped stop the invasion. He saved Proxima as much as he saved Earth.”

      “In most things, we are indeed allies. But as much as I’d like it to remain true, when it comes to Natalia, I’m afraid that’s not possible.” Haeri motioned to the ship. “Why don’t we discuss this further inside? It’s colder out here than my ex-wife’s dead heart.”

      Reva couldn’t help letting a small smile crack her mouth at his joke. “Gladly, sir,” she replied, following him back to the starship. The two Centurions flanking the ramp nodded curtly to her as she passed them before following her up in the spacecraft.

      The journey from Proxima B took anywhere from four to seven days, depending on how close to Earth the semi-controllable wormhole dumped the ship out. The starship was barely adequate for a three person crew over that much time, let alone a VIP such as the General. Reva was surprised to see the interior had no modifications to make the journey more comfortable for the head of the Organization. To her left was the small flight deck where a single pilot sat at the controls. On her right, four tiny berths for sleeping lined the port bulkhead. A narrow aisle separated the bunks from a small round table and gear lockers situated against the other side of the fuselage. Further back, a tiny galley and head offered the only amenities the Centurions would have this far away from home. Even the ship that had brought Reva to Earth had been bigger than this one.

      “Have a seat,” Haeri said, motioning to the bench seat that wrapped around three-quarters of the table. “Are you hungry?”

      “No, sir,” she replied. “I have ample supplies in my truck.”

      “Good.” Haeri sat almost opposite her. He put his elbows on the table and clasped his hands, but didn’t speak right away.

      “How did you—” Reva started to say when the silence didn’t lift fast enough.

      “The Bloodhound had a tracking beacon on it that activated as soon as it powered on,” Haeri replied. “Notice I said had. Past tense.”

      “I didn’t remove it, General. I didn’t even know it was there.”

      “Of course you didn’t, or you wouldn’t have turned it on in the first place. What I find interesting is that Hayden knew it was there. Did you know his wife was an engineer, Captain?”

      “No, sir,” she replied.

      “A damn good one, too.”

      “Do you think the Sheriff found her already?” Reva asked.

      “You seem perhaps a little too hopeful that that’s the case.” Reva’s face heated up again. Haeri smiled. “Relax, Captain. Like I said, I know Hayden. He’s the kind of man you find yourself rooting for, even when you feel like maybe you shouldn’t. What I can tell you is that the beacon went offline three days after you two parted ways. Which leaves me wondering. One, is it possible Natalia found him? Two, do you have any more recent news about Hayden’s whereabouts than the Bloodhound’s position as of four weeks ago?”

      Reva shook her head. “I can’t picture a scenario where Natalia went back for him, unless it was to kill him. Whatever happened to the clone, she wants him dead. Then again, maybe that’s exactly what happened. It could be that the Sheriff is gone.”

      “I doubt that very much. Natalia might be a clone, but she’s not as resourceful as the Sheriff is.”

      “With Idhra’s protoplasm, she is, sir,” Reva argued, reminding him of the false Relyeh ancient.” She let her mind work through the problem for a few more seconds before speaking up again. “How do you know the Bloodhound’s tracker was removed, and not that it was destroyed?”

      “Fair question. We don’t. It’s certainly possible Hayden got into a scrape that cost him the asset. He’s certainly never shied away from scrapes.”

      “No, sir,” Reva replied with a smile.

      “Which is the reason for my second question. That news is weeks outdated. Do you have anything fresher?”

      “No, sir. After leaving the Sheriff, I made my way north to the outpost in Minneapolis to recover and resupply. The weather turned on me, and my one week stay turned into three. Once I finally got clear, I started west. That’s when I got word that one of the Organization’s brass wanted to speak to me. Major Jackson gave me these coordinates.” She paused. “Come to think of it, the Custodian leader said he and his posse were waiting for me. They knew I was coming this way. Maybe not the exact location, but the general route.”

      “Once any wall gets old enough, cracks begin to emerge,” Haeri said. “On both sides. I’m sure someone tipped them off. I’m glad we arrived when we did.”

      “So am I. They had me dead to rights.”

      “You might have been better off to keep going. We would have found you, Captain.”

      “I took them for raiders, sir. Nothing I couldn’t normally handle. I wasn’t accounting for a leaky dam.”

      “The Custodians are getting more bold,” Haeri agreed.

      “Or desperate.”

      “I would be, if the Sheriff was after me.”

      “Which he will be if we get to Natalia before he does. You said it yourself.”

      “Then it’s a good thing for us that he doesn’t have a starship. I don’t want to go up against Hayden. But we can’t risk that he’ll manage to soften the Natalia clone’s heart and bring her over to his side. Idhra’s protoplasm is too dangerous to persist. Every last bit of it needs to be destroyed.”

      “I understand, sir. I think the best outcome would be for us to kill Natalia and make it look like a random act of violence by raiders or from just a terrible accident. Let the Sheriff think the harshness of the world got her, not us.”

      Haeri chuckled. “That would be ideal. But also next to impossible. Our goal is to destroy the Natalia Duke clone at the first available opportunity. To that end, I’m assigning Lieutenant Ordonez and his crew to your command.”

      Reva flinched from the unexpected decision. “Sir? I helped Sheriff Duke get a head start on us, and you’re giving me a gunship and a command?”

      “I’m sending you after Hayden Duke, Captain. That’s punishment enough.”

      Reva’s excitement faded as quickly as it had risen. He wasn’t wrong. While she and Hayden had parted friends, they both understood the score, and that the next time they crossed paths it wouldn’t be as allies. Hayden had a moral code he followed. He wouldn’t ambush her, shoot her in the back, or kill her in her sleep. But he didn’t need to.

      She glanced at the two armored Centurions positioned just inside the closed hatch of the ship. Only three Marines. On second thought, she wasn’t sure that would be enough of an advantage against Hayden.

      “What about you, General?” she asked. “If you’re giving me this ship and its crew, I presume that means you’re staying on Earth?”

      “Our first stop is New Eden. I’ve been in contact with Governor Stacker regarding the situation. He’s offered to host me while we deal with this business. I’ll be discussing greater cooperation between his government and Proxima while I’m there.”

      “I see.” She paused, unsure whether to voice her next concern.

      “What is it, Captain?” Haeri asked, noticing the hesitant look on her face.

      “What if this ship is destroyed? How will you return to Proxima?”

      “Please don’t destroy my ride home,” he answered. “In the non-zero chance that you do, there’s a cargo ship arriving at New Eden next month. Hopefully, this emergency will be over by then.”

      “And if it isn’t?”

      “I’m not leaving until Natalia Duke is handled. If I need to pit every human on Earth against her and Hayden, I will. It’s a matter of intergalactic security.”

      “Yes, sir,” Reva said. Her stomach twisted into a knot at the thought of turning the population—the people the Sheriff had spent the last four years tirelessly working to help—against him. “How will I pick up his trail?”

      “He’s the Sheriff. He’s bound to turn up somewhere sooner than later.” He rapped his hand on the table. “Lieutenant Ordonez, get us out of here.”

      “Yes, sir,” the gunship’s pilot barked back, immediately lifting the spacecraft off the ground.

      “What about my truck? And my supplies?”

      “You can return to pick them up after you drop me off. It won’t take long, and should be smooth flying from here.”

      Reva nodded. Smooth flying from here, and bumpy as hell thereafter.
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      Colonel Noah Bennett cast a quick glance over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t being followed as he approached the hidden surveillance outpost. Satisfied he was alone, he lifted the access door and quickly descended a set of snow and ice covered concrete stairs, nimbly keeping his balance all the way to the bottom. He removed one of his gloves and grabbed the L-shaped handle of the metal basement door, activating the biometric screening in the process. Satisfied by his identity, the electromagnetic replacement lock gave way with a soft click. Bennett pulled the door open and stepped into an open, warm and relatively well-lit space.

      He began shucking his gear the moment he was through, removing his other glove, his thin, insulated coat, and then his hat and rifle, dropping all of it on the floor. He cursed under his breath when he glanced at his watch. He was going to be late.

      If there was one thing the General valued, it was punctuality.

      “Colonel Bennett, sir!” One of the dozen others in the room snapped to attention. Most of the Custodians were asleep on cots in the corner. Three were at computer terminals monitoring satellite feeds, and two others sat at a small folding table beside an old fridge and a microwave mounted on a wooden crate. Steaming bowls of soup were arranged in front of them. A third bowl and empty seat apparently belonged to the Corporal standing at attention. “We weren’t expecting you, sir.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I didn’t catch any of you doing anything you shouldn’t be,” Bennett crackled back. “Pick up my gear, I’ve got a call with the General in fifteen. Is the switchboard active?”

      “Yes, sir,” the corporal replied. “Do you want Klein to—”

      “Nah, I’ve got it. Eat up, I have a feeling we won’t be staying here much longer.”

      “There has to be at least three feet of snow on the ground out there.”

      Bennett paused and whirled on the corporal. “And…?”

      The corporal froze, lips moving but no sound coming out. “Yes, sir,” he finally spat, moving to the table to take his seat.

      Bennett continued across the room to a door at the end. Eight seconds. He pushed through the door into a hallway and jogged the last ten feet, practically throwing himself through the door at the end of the hallway. An old-fashioned telephone switchboard occupied the front half of the room he entered. A headset dangled from it. A stool waited in the center of the space. Bennett slammed the door shut behind him and dropped onto the stool, quickly snapping up the headset and slipping it on. A red light activated on the board, the switch already connected.

      “General Syl,” Bennett said, fighting to keep his voice even so his superior wouldn’t know he was out of breath from his nearly-late arrival. “This is Bennett.”

      “Right on time, as always,” Syl said, his voice rough like the sole of a boot, tinged with the strain of age.

      “When you call, I come running, sir,” Bennett replied. He wanted to tell the General how he had spent the last thirty-four hours making his way north in a blizzard to get to the Custodian outpost in time to respond to the man’s summons. An impossible feat for a human, difficult enough for a clone. But what would be the point? He knew the man didn’t care. “What do you need?”

      “An update on your progress, for starters.”

      “I met with one of our teams west of Minneapolis a few days ago. If the informant’s right, Captain Reva will be on her way to them soon enough. They’ll be ready to intercept, interrogate, and inform. Our listening post is active and ready for their transmission.”

      “Very good. And the Dukes?”

      “I picked up unverified intel about a woman matching Natalia Duke’s description headed west on foot,” Bennett answered. “I planned to send Gao and Leeland out that way to look for her. The Sheriff now, nobody’s seen or heard anything about him.”

      “Sheriff Duke isn’t the type of person who just disappears.”

      “I know. Frankly, it worries me. Last I saw of him, he wasn’t in the best mental state. Any man in that spot is dangerous, and that goes triple for Hayden Duke.”

      “No doubt he’s tracking his wife’s clone. It appears he’s steering clear of settlements and byways while he’s at it. No doubt intentionally keeping a low profile.”

      “Yeah, that was my hope, too.”

      “Hope, Colonel? An interesting word choice.”

      “Yeah, well. The Sheriff knows that I know about Natalia, which means he knows we’ll be looking for her, too. I can’t escape the thought that maybe no one’s seen him pass through because he hasn’t passed through yet. That he might have tailed me back here, thinking we might have better resources to locate his wife.”

      “You have a dozen Custodians under your command, Bennett. And you’re nervous about one man?”

      “Sheriff Duke isn’t just any man. And you know it.”

      “Watch your tone with me, Colonel. You don’t want to bring out my bad side, do you?”

      Bennett shuddered at the thought. He had seen General Syl’s bad side once before. It was enough. “No, sir. But I do caution you not to underestimate Hayden. That’s how the west coast chapter got themselves killed.”

      “I’m familiar with their failures, as is Grimmel. That’s why you’re heading up this operation.” His tone darkened. “To be honest, Noah, I’m disappointed in your progress so far. I would have expected you to pick up both Hayden and Natalia’s scent by now, especially since they’re traveling in the same general direction. You already admitted you aided him in Idrha’s defeat. I can’t help wondering where your true loyalties lie.”

      “Sir, I thought I made that clear during my initial debriefing. Idhra wasn’t what we expected or planned for. Teaming up with Sheriff Duke and Captain Reva was the only chance we had to neutralize the threat. It was an alliance of convenience, nothing more. My loyalty is now, and forever will be, with Grimmel.”

      “That’s excellent to hear, Bennett. In that case, I’m sure you won’t be cowed by Grimmel’s ultimatum. You have one week to find and capture Natalia Duke, or else.”

      Bennett’s jaw clamped tight. He didn’t dare argue about the timeline, as impossible as it sounded. And he didn’t need to ask what else. He already knew the ways Grimmel dealt with failure.

      Slowly and painfully.

      “Of course, General,” he replied, forcing his voice to remain as calm as possible. “As Grimmel wishes, so will it be done.”

      “Thank you, Noah,” Syl said, his voice lightening again. “You’ve never let me down before. I don’t expect you to start now.”

      “I won’t, s—”

      He hadn’t even gotten the sir completely out before General Syl disconnected the line. He silently cursed his superior as he hung the headset back on the switchboard and hurried out of the room. One week. In this weather, it would take three days just to get back to the settlement Natalia had passed through a week ago. How the hell was he supposed to find and catch her in a week?

      Never mind finding her. How was he supposed to catch her? She had Idhra’s protoplasm in her body. That alone would make her more dangerous than her husband.

      It didn’t matter. He hadn’t only sworn loyalty to the Custodians and Grimmel. It was genetically engineered into him. He couldn’t say no or turn on his programming even if he wanted to. He had told Hayden changing sides wasn’t as simple as just doing it.

      He returned to the open basement, whistling sharply to get his unit’s attention. Even the Custodians sleeping on the cots perked up immediately in response to the sound, and within seconds all twelve members of his team were gathered around him.

      “Grimmel’s given us one week to meet our mission objective,” he told them. None of them questioned him or complained, for the same reason he hadn’t questioned or complained to Syl. “I want gear packed and the electronics offline asap. We leave in one hour.”

      “Colonel, what about the subunit’s interrogation?” Dina, his lead comms officer, asked.

      “We can’t afford to wait around. Make sure the portable unit’s powered up and hope for a miracle that it has the range.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Let’s get going,” Bennett barked. His unit jumped to action while he crossed the room to retrieve his discarded gear.

      It would take more than one miracle for him to still be alive a couple of weeks from now.
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      Natalia ambled along the settlement’s snow blanketed street, big flakes still coming down at a decent clip. They clung to her hair, forming a thick sheen while hardened crystals hung from her eyebrows and the tip of her nose. Her eyes and ears burned from the single digit cold. Otherwise, she barely felt the cold, despite wearing only jeans, a halter top, and a leather jacket she’d taken from the general store in another settlement a couple days back. The shopkeeper had confronted her on the way out, backing off when she grabbed his wrist and a vein of Idhra’s protoplasm snaked out from under her skin and waggled threateningly in front of his face.

      The protoplasm was the only reason she hadn’t frozen to death. It didn’t so much protect as restore her. When it fed, she healed. All it needed was fear, which was so easy to come by in this world. So easy to create. In her first life, she had empathized with people who lived in fear of the trife. She was a kinder, gentler person back then. Now, she thought of those people as useless chattel. Sheep who ran and hid at the first sign of the creatures, learning to survive through cowardice rather than strength Her second life felt so much more authentic. So much more real, as if her years with Hayden had been a lie. His failure, her death, had opened her eyes to the truth.

      Only the strong deserved to survive. Hayden was strong. She had been weak. In that way, she had gotten what she deserved. In the awakening of her second life, she was gifted with what she didn’t deserve. A new chance. A new Hayden. A love she could count on. But she lost that, too. Old Hayden took that away from her. It was as if he just didn’t want her to be happy. And then, when she finally confronted him, when she finally had her chance for revenge for what he did, he refused to give her what she needed. To fight her to the death. Kill or be killed. At least that would have given her closure. One way or another.

      Knowing how stubborn he could be, she had no choice but to walk away. To give up on her hunger for vengeance, at least for now. She had left him with Idhra. The false Relyeh ancient actually thought he would win against Hayden. It came as no surprise to her when a shockwave of fear and pain passed through the protoplasm into her, a signal of Idhra’s impending demise. The agony of that defeat was more intense than anything she had ever felt before. Worse than the fear in her heart when Vyte had snuck into her lab to kill her and her children. At that moment, she thought she would die a second time as the protoplasm inside her died with its master. But it was true what they said. Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. The pain couldn’t outdo her need for revenge, and when the dust settled, the protoplasm chose a new course.

      The material was sentient in a way she didn’t completely understand. It had the ability to act on its own. She could sense it in the back of her mind as a constant pressure. Whenever she tried to focus her attention on it, the pressure faded away, only to return as soon as her mind diverted. Natalia had a vague sense that the protoplasm exerted influence over her, even though she didn’t always fully understand or realize it.

      One thing she did recognize was that it wasn’t her mind propelling her forward toward the wooden gates that marked the entrance to a small but apparently well-defended settlement. She knew the protoplasm was guiding her, leading her somewhere she didn’t know. She also knew she could stop following its subtle directives whenever she wanted. But there was no reason to counteract it, at least not right now. She had nowhere else to go. No place important to be. What she wanted more than anything was the restitution Hayden owed her. One of them had to kill the other. It couldn’t end any other way. Of course, he would follow her. He still loved the first version of her too much to leave it alone. She was confident that by letting the protoplasm lead her, it would put her in a better position to get what she wanted. It would help her make it impossible for Hayden to again refuse to fight.

      She didn’t know where she was going, but she couldn’t wait to get there.

      For now, she settled for a slow, stilted walk toward the gates ahead, her knees too frozen to bend right, her arms stiff at her sides. It was easy to spot guards up on the gates, standing next to smoldering braziers as if they had timewarped there from the middle ages. They had noticed her too, gloved hands signaling one another and pointing in her direction. A floodlight from a guard tower behind the gate activated. The light reflected off the snow, instantly blinding her. She clamped her eyes shut and kept walking, the protoplasm helping to guide her steps.

      The front gate creaked and groaned as the guards inside worked to crank it open. The movement broke off a thin layer of ice that had formed on the hinges, the gate acting like a plow pushing aside the snow piled up in front of it. Four guards rushed out to meet her when the gate had just barely opened wide enough for a person to fit through. Armed with hunting rifles, revolvers, and blankets, they quickly surrounded her, throwing the blankets over her shoulders.

      “Ma’am, what are you doing out here?” one of them asked. No more than twenty, he had a fresh face and an energetic smile framed by cheeks already cherry from the cold.

      “I can’t believe she’s still standing,” one of the men on her flanks said.

      “We need to get her inside,” a woman on her other flank added.

      “We’ll get you some nice warm stew and some hot water with lemon and ginger. How does that sound?” the kid asked her.

      She nodded. “That would be real kind of you,” she replied, barely able to move her jaw.

      “We need Doc Castro to look at you,” the woman said as they ushered her toward the gate. “You’re bound to be frostbitten.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Natalia answered. No doctor could heal her like the protoplasm would. “A nice hot shower’s all I need.”

      “Would you settle for a bath?” the kid asked. “We had running water up until recently, but our main pump failed about a month ago. Doc Castro’s fixed minor issues in the past, but he says this issue ain’t minor.”

      “I’m sure a bath will be fine, so long as it’s hot,” she replied.

      “I don’t know about that either, ma’am,” the bearded man behind her said. “You’ve got icicles hanging from your hair.”

      “Maybe I can help you with your water pump,” Natalia said. “I used to be an engineer.”

      “Like a botter?” the kid asked excitedly.

      “Sort of.”

      “What do you mean used to?” the woman asked.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Does it have anything to do with why you’re out here in this weather, dressed like that?” the woman asked.

      Natalia shook her head. “No. That’s a whole different story.”

      “It was nomads, I bet,” the kid said. “A group of ‘em been spotted a few times nearby in the last week or two. I don’t suppose you were hiding out on one of the old farms, were you? Did the nomads show up and chase you out like it’s the middle of the Fall?”

      “I came from the Arches,” Natalia said. “Southeast of here.”

      “The Arches?” the man on her left side said as they reached the gate. The operators had opened it all the way to move the snow and work the mechanisms. “I heard that place is haunted.”

      “You mean, like ghosts?” the kid said.

      “Mmmhmm. That’s what I heard.”

      “There’s no such thing as ghosts,” the woman chided. “You didn’t see any ghosts in the Arches, did you, ma’am?”

      “No,” Natalia replied, amused. “Just a demon or two.”

      “Trife?” the kid said, scared.

      “Not that kind of demon. The human kind.”

      “Which explains why you aren’t dressed for the weather, if you’ve been on the run. Don’t you worry, ma’am. This ain’t a grand town, but we’ve got a sturdy wall around us to keep out the raiders and nomads. We’re friendly folk just trying to live in peace, but we can defend ourselves. If there’s a demon chasing you, I’m sure our town militia can take care of the problem if it comes sniffin’ around here.”

      Natalia’s face hurt when she smiled. If Hayden came to a town like this, guns blazing, they wouldn’t stand a chance. But he would never hurt innocents that way. He would slip right through their defenses or convince them to bring him to her. Fortunately, she knew he wasn’t that close behind. She had left protoplasm stains along the path she had taken, and they would alert her if and when he turned up near them.

      “I think you’ve got worse problems than that, ma’am,” the bearded man said. “I’ve seen frostbite before. You’ll be lucky if you don’t lose both your hands, and probably your toes at a minimum, maybe both feet.”

      “I’m not in as bad a shape as I look,” she replied. “Though I do appreciate your concern.” She glanced back at the man whose doubtful expression amused her.

      Once inside the closed gate, the guards led her down a narrow main street. While she could see people inside the buildings along the thoroughfare, the only people outside were men and women hard at work clearing snow. Even with the heavy snowfall, she could see the gate at the other end of the settlement a few hundred meters away. Glancing left and right, she spotted the flanking walls closer than she expected over the roofs of small houses. If she had to guess, the village was home to two hundred people at most.

      “We have an inn,” the kid said, getting her attention as he pointed to a colonial-style house behind the row of shops just off Main Street. “It only has four rooms, but there’s a vacancy.”

      The bearded man laughed. “Plenty of vacancy. We don’t get travelers ‘round these parts this time of year.”

      “Where do you get your electricity and heat?” Natalia asked.

      “Over yonder,” the kid replied, pointing off to the left. “You can barely see the top of it from here, but there’s a windmill generating enough power for our needs, and we’ve got a large backup battery for when wind goes scarce, which doesn’t happen very often.”

      “Isn’t it on the wrong side of the wall?”

      The man to her right laughed. “That’s the same question I asked when I first got here.”

      An older man emerged from the nearest storefront, still shrugging into his coat. Giving Natalia the once-over, he retrieved a hat and gloves from his coat pockets and put them on as he approached. “I’m Doctor Castro,” he said, pointing to her fingers. “You have frostbite, young lady.”

      “So I’ve heard,” Natalia replied. “It’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Nothing?” Castro laughed. “You must be the toughest woman this side of the Mississippi. You aren’t the Sheriff’s wife or something, are you?” Natalia realized she must have made a face, because Castro flinched. “I… I didn’t mean any harm.” He smiled nervously. “I meant it as a compliment.”

      “I’d love to be the Sheriff’s wife,” the female guard said. “I hear he’s a real looker, tall and strong, with a chiseled—”

      “I don’t need your services, Doctor,” Natalia said, cutting the woman off. “I’m going to the inn. I’ll be fine by morning.”

      “That…that’s impossible,” Castro said.

      “I’ve heard the Sheriff can heal faster than any normal man,” the kid said. “Maybe he ain’t the only one.”

      “Can you stop talking about the Sheriff?” Natalia growled, nearly losing control of her anger. “He’s not as special as you might think.”

      The townsfolk buttoned up, casting silent glances at one another.

      “Sorry,” Natalia said. “It’s been a long journey. I’m cold, tired, and hungry. And I don’t need a doctor.”

      “All right,” Castro said, his skeptical expression enough to tell her he expected to see her in his clinic before the night was over. “Well, Happy here knows where to find me if you change your mind.” He put his hand on the kid’s shoulder.

      “Your name is Happy?” Natalia asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. It’s because I’m always smiling,” he explained through his smile.

      “Even when it’s cold enough to freeze a volcano,” the female guard said. “I’m Deidre, his mom. That’s Dixon and Yu.”

      “That’s not me,” Natalia joked. “You’re humoring me, aren’t you, Yu?” she asked when the man laughed.

      “To be honest, I’m a little frightened of you,” he replied.

      Natalia wiped her smile off her face. “That’s probably smart of you.” She laughed when the others blanched. “I’m only kidding. I promise. My name is Natalia.”

      “Really?” Happy asked excitedly. “The…she…” He trailed off without finishing the sentence, thinking better of it. “There’s the inn,” he said, rushing to the door to open it for Natalia.

      “Don’t mind him,” Deidre said. “He’s not too bright, but he has a huge heart.”

      “I think he’s adorable,” Natalia replied before reaching the door. “Thank you, Happy.”

      “Of course, ma’am.”

      The warmth bit into Natalia the moment she stepped inside, sending instant jolts of pain up through her frostbitten appendages. She refused to let anyone see it, walking over to the counter where a teenage girl stood. Happy rushed forward to beat her to the desk.

      “Miri, this is Natalia,” he said. “She’s a traveler from the Arches. She’ll take one of your best rooms, with a hot bath and a meal.” He looked at Natalia. “Is that okay, ma’am?”

      “That’ll be just fine,” Natalia answered. “But I can take care of myself.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Happy said, blushing.

      “Are you okay, Miss Natalia?” Miri asked, staring at her waxy looking fingers. “You look like you should let Doc—”

      “She doesn’t want the doctor’s help, Miri,” Deidre said. “Just a room.”

      Miri nodded and reached under the desk, producing a key. “Nevermind what Happy said. All the rooms are the same. You’re in two-oh-one, just up the stairs right there and to the left. That’s my personal favorite. It’s got the most feminine decoration. Give me ten minutes, and I’ll be up to draw your bath. Would you like some stew, too?”

      Natalia accepted the key. “Yes, I’d really like some soup. And ten minutes will be just fine. How much do I owe you?”

      “It’s on the house,” Dixon interrupted before Miri could respond. “Natalia here’s going to fix our water pump.”

      Miri’s eyes grew large. “Really? You can stay here as long as you like if you can get our water running again. I’m breaking my back every day going out to the well to refill our storage tank.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Natalia said. “I can’t make any promises.”

      “Well, tonight’s free for trying, then,” Miri said. “On me.”

      “This is your inn?” Natalia was surprised.

      “My parents used to own it. They were killed by the trife two weeks before the Sheriff destroyed them all and saved us. From them anyway.”

      “I see,” Natalia said. She held up her key. “I’m going to my room now. I’ll be waiting for you, Miri.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Miri replied.

      “Happy, Deidre, Dixon, Yu, it was nice to make your acquaintance. I’m sure I’ll see you in town in the morning.”

      “I’ll be by to show you to the pump house,” Dixon said.

      Natalia nodded, offered a curt wave, and turned to the stairs. She could hear their whispers of confusion and shock as she made her way up to her room. In the back of her mind, a familiar pressure suggested she shouldn’t linger here too long.

      She still had a lot to do.
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      A knock on the door dragged Natalia out of her deep slumber. The fact that she had fallen so readily asleep surprised her. Between her cloned genetics and the protoplasm, she rarely needed much rest. That she had conked out so thoroughly only cemented how physically injured she had let herself become.

      The hot bath had helped, though the slightly-less-than-boiling water had sent waves of intense pain up through her damaged skin, sloughing off the driest, deadest parts and pushing the protoplasm to help her regenerate. By the time she had climbed out of the tub the water was an ugly brown, and she worried the drain would clog. Fortunately, it didn’t, though Miri would be left to clean the stain of blood and dead skin from the tub’s bottom.

      Her visitor knocked again as she slid out from under the heavy blankets covering the bed. Taking the woolen covering off the top, she wrapped it around herself and went to open the door. Miri waited on the other side, her hair tied back in a ponytail, a bright smile on her face. She reminded Natalia of her adopted daughter Ginny, a memory that both saddened and angered her. Ginny would still be alive if Hayden hadn’t left them alone. So would their daughter Hallia. So would she, in her original body. Her real body.

      “Miss Natalia, are you okay?” Miri asked when Natalia stared without speaking.

      She recovered and nodded. “Yes, Miri. I’m sorry. You reminded me of my daughter. I miss her so much.”

      Miri returned a sad smile. “I understand. I miss my parents, too. We were so close to making it past the trife as a family.” She fell silent, looking at the floor before lifting her head and stepping aside, revealing a pushcart. It had a steaming bowl of porridge and a cup of hot ginger water on it, along with new clothes, including a long, fur-lined coat. “I brought you some breakfast, and some winter clothes. They used to be my Mom’s. You’re a little smaller than she was, but they should fit near enough.”

      Natalia’s eyes caught on the neatly folded clothing. “I…I can’t take your mother’s clothes.”

      “Sure you can. They’ve been waiting for the right someone to come along to wear them. I think that someone is you.”

      “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “I know you lost your daughter, and I can see how sad it still makes you. I know you want to help us fix the water pump. And I know all your frostbite healed overnight. If that doesn’t make you special, I don’t know what would.”

      Natalia smiled. “Do you mind if I give you a hug?”

      Miri practically threw herself into Natalia. By the time they separated, both had tears in their eyes. “Thank you, Miss Natalia. I needed that.”

      “Me, too,” she replied.

      “How do you heal so fast?” Miri asked before reconsidering. “Oh, I don’t mean to pry, but—”

      “It’s okay. I honestly don’t know,” she lied. “I was born with it.”

      She could almost sense the girl was tempted to say something about Hayden before thinking better of it. “That’s a nice trait to be gifted with.”

      “Not always. Healing from frostbite still hurts a lot. So does surviving when people you care about don’t.”

      Miri nodded. “I can imagine that. Every rose has its thorn. That’s what my Pops used to say. He used to have an old music player and the man sang about it. I think that’s where he got it from.” She shrugged. “The music player broke before he died.”

      “Well, maybe I can fix that, too.”

      Miri’s eyes opened wide in excitement. “Really? Do you think you could? I would owe you forever if you could do that, Miss Natalia.”

      “If you go get it, I’ll take a look at it.”

      Miri’s smile melted her heart. “I’ll go get it.”

      The girl ran from her room, rushing up a second flight of steps to the attic. She had completely forgotten to wheel the cart into the room, so Natalia took care of it herself. She tossed the blanket back on the bed, dressing in the clothes Miri had brought before the girl returned. Like Miri had said, they were a little big, but not so much as to look ridiculous. Plus, the long undergarments she provided would definitely help with the cold. She decided she would stay just long enough to fix the music player and the water pump, and then she had to move on.

      “Here it is, Miss Natalia,” Miri shouted as she ran back down the hallway, before coming to an abrupt stop at the door. “Mom?” When Natalia turned around, Miri had fresh tears in her eyes from seeing her mother’s clothes. “I’m sorry. From the back, you looked so much like her,” she said softly.

      Natalia fought her own emotions. She never expected to hear anyone call her Mom again. “It’s quite alright, Miri.” She put out her hand. “Let me see what you’ve got.”

      Miri handed the device over. A narrow, rounded slab of metal and glass, it reminded Natalia of a data pad. In fact, it had probably been produced around the same time. “It used to light up behind the screen, even though it stayed blank. It doesn’t even turn on anymore.”

      “I’ve fixed things like this before,” Natalia said. “The hard part will be to find the right components to repair it.”

      “Joss at the General Store has all kinds of stuff he’s bartered for with travelers. Maybe he has what you need.”

      “Maybe. I’ll also need tools to disassemble it. I’ll go visit the general store after I look at the water pump. I’ll probably need tools and parts for that, too.”

      “Anything you can do would be much appreciated, Miss Natalia. You can hold onto that. I’ll leave you to your breakfast now, before it gets cold.” She gave Natalia another quick hug before smiling sheepishly and rushing from the room, closing the door behind her.

      Natalia put the broken device in the nightstand drawer and brought the bowl of porridge over to the small table positioned in front of a window and sat down. While it remained overcast, it had stopped snowing, and there were dozens of residents out on the street, shoveling the accumulation out of the way. She could see the windmill now, a couple hundred feet away from the walls. It was huge.

      She ate at a leisurely pace, feeling more peaceful and calm than she had been since waking inside the Axon starship. She still missed her incarnation of Hayden, but her interaction with Miri had helped soothe some of her heartache. Watching the townsfolk outside helped, too. Familiar and comforting, the town and its people reminded her a lot of Sanisco.

      She spotted Dixon immediately when he came around the corner on the opposite side of the street, apparently headed for the inn. He had a thick canvas duffel in his hand, his posture suggesting it was heavy enough to be filled with tools. She ate a little faster and offered a wave when he looked up and saw her in the window. He waved back, motioning to the downstairs to indicate he would meet her there.

      After finishing the porridge and taking a few sips of the ginger water, Natalia put on the thick coat Miri had given her. Opening the closet, she stared at the gunbelt she had placed on the top shelf, conflicted about whether or not to bring her sidearm. Finally, she decided against it, closing the doors and making her way downstairs.

      Miri was nowhere to be seen when she reached the front desk. Concerned for a moment, Natalia shook off her worry. The girl had been on her own for the last four years, and she couldn’t be more than fourteen now. No doubt, she was just busy taking care of the place.

      “Miss Natalia,” Dixon said when she reached the bottom of the stairs. His eyes immediately went to her hands. Miri had left her gloves and a thick hat, but she knew she couldn’t work on a motor with them on. “You look positively refreshed. If I hadn’t heard rumors of other folks with the ability to heal like you did, I would think it a miracle.”

      Natalia knew he was referring to Hayden, but was aware enough not to mention him again. “There’s nothing miraculous about it. It’s all the science of genetics.”

      “I don’t know what genetics is, ma’am. But I believe you, if you say so.” He grinned and held up the duffel. “I stopped at Doc Castro’s to pick up his tools. What do you say we bring running water back to Harrold?”

      “So that’s the name of this town. I wondered,” she said as they made their way back outside.

      “Yes, ma’am. Has been for as long as anyone can remember. It’s never been a big town, and the walls they put up never really stopped the trife.” He pointed to the gate she had entered through. “That used to work on a remote. When the trife came, the walls bought enough time for everyone to hide in bunkers built beneath some of the houses, including the inn. Then the mayor would remotely open the gate, the bastards would rush in, not find anyone, get bored and leave. They were never all that smart, the trife. Were they?”

      “No,” Natalia replied. She could have told him a lot more about them. More than he would probably ever want to know. More than she even wanted to know. “They weren’t very smart.”

      “How do you think he did it? The Sheriff, I mean.”

      “Why do you think I would know that?” Natalia practically growled.

      “Whoa,” Dixon said, putting up his hands in surrender. “I’m not trying to cause a stir, Miss Natalia. I’m just curious what someone educated like you thinks. Doc Castro says he thinks the trife all shared one big hive mind, and the Sheriff found it and destroyed it. Like cutting the strings on a marionette.”

      Natalia tried to hide her look of surprise. Doc Castro was closer to the truth than she expected. “That seems like a reasonable explanation to me,” she replied. “I reckon the only way to kill them all at once would be if they were linked somehow.”

      “I suppose Doc Castro has the right of it. Not that it matters too much how or why, only that it is.” He smiled. “Which is good for us, because the pumping station is outside the walls, between here and the windmill.”

      They were already walking toward the front gate. Happy was there, shoveling snow with a big smile on his face. He noticed her and waved. “Morning, Miss Natalia!”

      “Good morning, Happy,” she replied.

      He shoveled a load of snow away from the open gate, leaned his shovel against the gate post, and jogged over to them. “Going out to fix the water pump?”

      “That’s the plan,” Dixon said.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Happy agreed. “Did you rest well, Miss Natalia? How’s your frostbite? Are you feeling better?” His questions came at her rapidfire.

      “I’m all healed up,” Natalia admitted. “And yes, I rested better than I have in some time. I appreciate all the hospitality I’ve been shown so far.”

      “There’ll be a lot more of it once you fix the pump,” Happy said. A sharp whistle stole his attention. Deidre stood next to his shovel, waiting expectantly for Natalia and Dixon. “I’ve gotta go. See you later, Miss Natalia. Dixon.” He waved and hurried back to his shoveling.

      “That boy ain’t much brighter than a trife,” Dixon said once he was out of earshot.

      “I think he’s sweet,” Natalia replied.

      “Yeah, he is. Just not blessed with the same intellect as you or me.”

      “Intelligence isn’t always a gift,” Natalia censured. She noticed Dixon’s jaw tense, but he didn’t argue the point. Natalia decided to change the subject as they exited through the gate. “Do you have a lot of trouble with raiders in Harrold?”

      “More now than when the trife were still around. To be honest, I don’t really get it. We’re a small community, not causing any harm to anybody. We’re friendly to visitors and happy to welcome new folks who want to live here. We don’t require much more than help with the farming and hunting, or maintenance—that sort of thing. But raiders see our little town and they just want to steal what they want and hurt folks. All for no real reason at all. I thought when the trife disappeared, civility might find its way back to humanity. But I ain’t seen it so far.” He looked over at her. “I’m sure you’ve had your share of run-ins with them. Beautiful woman like you traveling alone, you might as well have a neon sign floating over your head that blinks easy pickings.” Dixon suddenly flinched, his face paling. “No offense, Miss Natalia. I shouldn’t have said that. Sometimes my mouth runs faster than my brain.”

      “It’s okay,” Natalia replied, realizing she’d accidentally surfaced some of her protoplasm amidst her annoyance at the man for mitigating her self-defense ability. The protoplasm, imparting some of its abilities to her when it had chosen to call her its master, had come from Idrah. “You aren’t wrong,” she continued, deciding not to bring more attention to the momentary darkening of her eye color. “I enjoy showing those types how wrong they are about me. I’m anything but easy pickings.”

      Dixon nodded and looked away from her, pointing toward the windmill as they turned the corner of the town’s walled perimeter. “The entrance to the pumping station is near that yonder tree.” He pointed to the large, leaf-bare maple midway between the town and the windmill. “There’s a steel cover over the access neck, which is hidden beneath some grass. Hard to spot if you don’t know what you’re looking for.”

      They made their way to the tree, where Dixon dropped the duffel and unzipped it. Retrieving a small utility shovel, he pressed his back against the trunk before counting twelve measured steps toward the town’s wall. Glancing at her, he crouched and started shoveling away the snow. Natalia watched in silence as he cleared a small patch before digging the tip of the shovel into the dirt and lifting up a false patch of grass clinging to an old board.

      “Fortunately, I know what I’m looking for,” he said with a satisfied smirk. He carried the board back to the tree, leaning it against the trunk. He again reached into the duffel, taking out a blowtorch. By the time he returned, Natalia had her hands on the grips to remove the cover. “You can’t just lift it out like that, Miss Natalia. I’m sure it’s frozen tight, and even if it wasn’t, it’s awful heav…y.” His eyebrows rose in surprise as Natalia easily lifted the steel cover, the ice cracking.

      “It’s not that heavy.” Natalia smiled, having moved the cover more with her mind, thanks to the protoplasm, than with bodily strength.

      “Yes, it is. You’re amazing, Miss Natalia,” Dixon said, shaking his head in wonder as she carried the cover over to the tree, leaning it against the trunk. Something he obviously didn’t have the strength to do. “You weren’t kidding about not being easy pickings.”

      “I never kid about that.” Natalia brushed dirt mixed with ice shards off her hands as she made her way back to the access to the pump’s motor. She made to climb down the ladder.

      “Wait. Don’t go down just yet. I’ve got a couple of lamps in the bag.” He opened the duffel and picked out two headlamps. Wires snaked out of the open backs, trailing back down into the duffel. He pulled out what had to be a power supply at the other end of the wires, carrying it and the headlamps over to Natalia.

      “I’ll let you go down first,” she said, accepting one and putting it on.

      “Normally I’d say ladies first, but in this case, I’ll oblige you.” He put on his headlamp and reached into the duffel to turn on the battery. Both lamps activated. Dixon picked up the duffle and started descending a ladder leading down into a damp compartment. He paused halfway to the ground and looked back up at her, “Okay, start down. The wires are too short to reach from up there all the way to the bottom.”

      He started down again as soon as she reached him, putting his hands on her waist when he reached the floor. Without thinking, Natalia reacted, her elbow clocking him in the jaw.

      Groaning, he stumbled back. “Damn, I was just trying to help you to the floor.”

      “You shouldn’t touch a woman unexpectedly like that. Especially one who’s been traveling alone. Like I said, I can take care of myself.”

      Dixon put his hand to his jaw and nodded. “You’re right. My apologies, Miss Natalia. I didn’t mean any harm.”

      She nodded. “I know that now. I’m sorry I reacted so harshly. I hope I didn’t break anything.”

      He worked his jaw around, wincing slightly. “I don’t think so. I’ll shove my head in the snow for a minute once I get you settled,” he joked, motioning for her to follow him.

      He led her deeper into the compartment, their headlamps illuminating a single rusted pipe rising out of the ground before making a right turn into the pump. From the pump, it went to an equally decaying storage tank and then out through the wall toward town.

      Natalia shook her head. “Even if I fix the motor, I’m afraid the storage tank’s liable to crumble from the pressure as soon as the water comes back on.”

      “Please, Miss Natalia. We have to try.” He put the duffel on the floor next to the motor. Natalia approached it, looking the system over more closely. “I have hope,” he said, showing her his crossed fingers.

      “I’ll try.” She opened the duffel and reached in, going through the tools to see exactly what she had to work with. “It’ll take me some time.”

      “I’ll keep watch outside,” Dixon said. “And…” Grinning, he clasped his cheek. “...and ice my jaw. Thank you, Miss Natalia, for doing this for us.”

      “You’re welcome,” she replied.

      As Dixon climbed back up the ladder, Natalia unscrewed the cover over the inner workings of the motor and ran a few tests to make sure power was still being delivered to it. Then she got to work for real, feeding from her subconscious memories. Her cloned muscles quickly fell into old habits as she ran through a series of troubleshooting steps.

      It didn’t take long before she completely lost herself in work, only realizing how engrossed she’d become once she flipped the switch and the pump returned to life. Catching herself whistling a song she hadn’t remembered until now, she jumped up and turned the water back on. Even though she slowed the volume running into the rusted storage tank, she was almost certain it would blow once it was nearly full.

      “Miss Natalia!” Dixon said, scrambling down the steps and running over. “By golly, you did it!” He pumped his fist, a huge smile on his face.

      Natalia nodded and smiled back at him, happy to have helped return the running water to Harrold. For Ginny. No, not Ginny, she reminded herself. For Miri.

      ”You’re incredible.”

      “I’m sure everyone will know the water’s on before we get back to town, but I can’t wait to tell them.” He turned to again head up the ladder.

      A dull pressure teased at Natalia’s temples. She blinked a few times, trying to force it away, but it only became more persistent. “Dixon, wait,” she said softly.

      He stopped and turned back around. His face paled, and he took a step backwards. “Uh, Miss Natalia?” he said, voice weak with fear. “What’s happening to you?”

      The protoplasm had kept her alive in the cold and healed her frostbite. It had helped her lift the steel cover for the pumping station with ease. That kind of supernatural ability didn’t come without a cost.

      “I huuuungggggeeeerrrr,” she answered.
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      “Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Ready or not, here I come!”

      Sawyer lifted his forehead from his elbow, which rested against the trunk of a large oak tree, quickly scanning to his left and then his right. Coming up empty, he straightened up and remained as still as possible, listening for his little brother Rooster and their two friends Bonnie and Olivia. Nothing but the rustle of bare branches in the cold breeze. They had all found hiding spots somewhere nearby, tucked in beneath bushes or crouched behind the large rocks scattered near the creek. If it were summer, the silence would be a clue. Instead, the quiet only left him feeling alone and abandoned, and he didn’t like it.

      He thought about running back to camp, just to get a glimpse of his ma and pa and the rest of his people unpacking their wagons to set up camp for the next few nights. Elder Tux said a storm was coming, and it was best not to be caught out in it unprepared. The thick clouds in the distance signaled the truth of his prediction, as did the increasing cold. One more round of hide-and-seek, and then they would need to return to camp and hunker down with the rest of their group to ride out the storm in their tents.

      Sawyer made his way from the tree he and Rooster had named home base, treading as lightly as he could to keep the crinkle of dead leaves from giving him away. Since he had already hidden a few times, he knew what an impossible task it was, but he reckoned he had to try. He took slow, deliberate steps, balancing on tree roots whenever possible to avoid crunching the tattle-tale twigs and other debris. Heading out about fifty feet, he paused to listen again. A single lonely bird call joined the rustling branches. The poor jay would freeze in the cold. Maybe that would be the better deal, considering it had been left behind. If it couldn’t make the trip south, it wasn’t strong enough to survive.

      At the hundred foot mark, Sawyer turned left, walked a little bit, and froze again. He was far enough from home base by now to know that if any of the others were hiding near the tree, they would have easily beaten him back there by now. When he heard some breaking leaves in the distance, he knew by the cadence that Olivia had done just that.

      One safe. Two to go. Still not seeing any obvious signs of the hiders, he took a few more steps forward before suddenly spinning and sprinting back as if he had spotted his quarry. Pulling up short a dozen steps later, he heard giggling close by.

      Leave it to Bonnie to give herself away by laughing. He turned in the direction of the sound and broke into a run. A dozen feet ahead, Bonnie sprang out from behind a wide tree trunk and made a run for it, moving away from him.

      At thirteen, Bonnie was taller and faster than him, but she lacked the same level of motivation and focus. She laughed as she ran, enjoying the thrill of the chase as much as she had enjoyed watching him seek fruitlessly for her hiding spot for nearly ten minutes. She looked back at him over her shoulder, sticking out her tongue. Her foot caught a tree root and she stumbled, rolling across the ground to her hands and knees. With Sawyer gaining quickly on her, she sprang back up and took off for real, like a jackrabbit chased by a coyote.

      “Hey, wait up!” Sawyer complained, losing the ground he had gained on her when she fell. He was glad she hadn’t been hurt, at least, but she was cheating. “You’re out of bounds!”

      “There is no out of bounds,” she shouted back.

      “Bonnie, we shouldn’t go so far from camp,” he complained. “Come on.”

      “I’ll stop running when you stop chasing me, loser,” she teased.

      He would have stopped if she hadn’t tacked the loser onto the end. He kept running, finding himself gaining again. It didn’t give him any pleasure. She had slowed to let him catch up a little.

      “At least go back the other way,” he shouted. “I’ll let you get past me without tagging you.”

      “Liar,” she shot back. “You won’t—” Bonnie screeched and vanished with a soft thud in front of him.

      “Bonnie!” Sawyer shouted, rushing forward. “Bonnie, are you okay?”

      She didn’t answer. His heart jumped to his throat as he hurried to where she had vanished. He slowed just in time, stumbling to a stop at the edge of the same deep gash in the ground that she had fallen into. He looked down to where she sat, hunched over and clutching her bloody right ankle. The broken bone poked out through her skin, right above her sock.

      “Bonnie!” he said again. She looked up at him, tears in her eyes. She should have listened to him when he first told her to turn around, but it was no use telling her as much now.

      He didn’t see any easy way to get down into the open trench. It was a good thirty feet down at its deepest end, the ground dislodged there and shoved forward by the dark, round shape lodged into the pile of dirt at the shallow end of the trench. It looked like it had struck the ground at a sideways angle to create the deep trench.  Curious as to what the strange ball was, he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off it.

      “Sawyer, what are you doing?” Bonnie asked, noticing his distraction and snapping out of her pained silence. “I’m hurt. Go get help.”

      He pointed to the object behind her. It wasn’t a meteor. It was too smooth, and obviously made of metal. “Is that a spaceship?” he said. Pa had a few old books in the cart. One of them was about another universe far away where people flew around space on exciting adventures. “It’s so cool.”

      “My ankle is broken, and it hurts!” she yelled at him. “Don’t just stand there! Go get help. Or do you want me to be stuck out here when it starts snowing?”

      For some reason, Sawyer’s mind turned back to the lost jay. “Okay, okay,” he said. “I’ll get help. I want Pa to see this, anyway. I’ll be right back.” He paused, smiling mischievously. “Don’t go anywhere.”

      “Yeah, like I’m going somewhere! You stupid jerk!” she shouted back.

      “Okay.” He didn’t want Bonnie stuck out here in the snow hurt like she was. He was just playing at being mean, and he was pretty sure she knew that. “I’m going!” Spinning to run back to camp, he’d barely even gotten his eyes faced in the right direction when a large, rough hand grabbed him by the neck and lifted him off the ground.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” a gruff voice asked, holding him up high. Panicked, Sawyer kicked and punched, and Bonnie started screaming. The large man wasn’t impressed. “Little boys and girls shouldn’t run so far from their parents. They’re liable to get murdered.”

      With hardly any effort at all, he threw Sawyer into the trench.
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      Life had turned on Sawyer, giving him no time to prepare to die as he scraped the side of the trench, time seeming to slow like molasses pouring over the lip of a jar. He could see Bonnie looking up at him in horror, the frozen dirt below spelling his doom. He didn’t have a chance of landing with anything less than a broken arm or leg, probably some broken ribs if not a fractured skull.

      Surprisingly, luck was with him, because his foot caught in the loop of an old tree root poking out from the side of the trench, the tree it gave life to long gone. Yet, the root remained strong enough to break his fall before it snapped loose from the dirt six feet above the bottom. Sawyer twisted to keep from hitting the ground head first, managing to come down on his shoulder just hard enough to lose his breath before sliding down the slope of the trench to within a foot of Bonnie.

      “Are you okay?” Bonnie asked.

      Sawyer groaned and looked up to the top of the gash in the ground. A dozen men appeared around the edge of it, all of them dressed in camouflage shirts and pants, with gun belts on their hips. Three of them held rifles, which they pointed down at Bonnie and him. He didn’t know where Olivia and Rooster had gotten off to. He just hoped they had escaped these goons and had gone for help.

      “You picked the wrong day to wander into Custodian business,” the man who had tossed him into the trench growled in his rough voice. “And the wrong day to survive the fall.” He looked at one of the riflemen. “Do it quick.”

      The man raised his weapon and took aim as Bonnie dragged herself across the gap between them, throwing her arms around Sawyer, shaking with fear.

      A gunshot rang out, and Sawyer expected an explosion of pain and his vision to dim, or to be covered in Bonnie’s warm blood. Neither of those things happened. Instead, the rifleman pitched forward and tumbled into the bottom of the tench, barely missing them when he landed.

      “What the—” Bonnie got out before one of the men screamed, obviously hit as more gunfire erupted, most of it from somewhere off to their right and out of her sight.

      Before Sawyer could even guess what was happening, he caught sight of two more camouflaged men tumbling backward toward the trench. They went down close enough for Sawyer to see they’d each been shot in the head.

      “Who’s shooting?” Sawyer heard one of the Custodians shout.

      “I don’t see anyone!” another yelled back, just before his head snapped back and he collapsed.

      “He’s here,” a third cried. “It has to be him.”

      Sawyer wondered who they were talking about. Whoever it was, they were awful afraid of him.

      The surviving Custodians finally started shooting back, guns spewing what appeared to be rapid-fire energy bolts. Sawyer had never heard or seen rifles shoot like that before. He could tell the Custodians were all aiming to his right, in the direction of the creek, but there didn’t seem much organization to it. It was like they planned to win by cutting the entire forest down one shot at a time.

      He heard a soft whining sound from the other side of the ditch, his mouth gaping open as he watched a silver dog leap the wide trench and slam into one of the shooters from behind, knocking him down.

      “A Bloodhound!” another man cried, coming into Sawyer’s view as he turned to fire on the mechanical dog. Before he could even take aim, a bullet passed through one of his temples and out the other. The dog latched onto the man it had knocked down, ripping away skin and bone from the back of his neck before springing away.

      Sawyer struggled to his feet as the man who had thrown him into the pit whirled on the dog and slammed a fist into his muzzle, knocking it sideways. Sawyer lost sight of the dog for milliseconds until it again jumped at the man, its jaws clamping down on his forearm. He cried out and shook his arm while punching the dog’s body, trying to dislodge it.

      It was the coolest thing he’d ever seen.

      As the big man struggled with the dog, the rest of the gunfire died down, likely because the man the Custodians were so afraid of was eliminating them, one after another, with terrifying precision.

      Trying to get a better look, Sawyer hurriedly backpedaled toward the spaceship half buried in the pushed up mound of dirt. Clambering up the uneven mound, he craned his neck as he tried desperately to keep eyes on the battle.

      “Sawyer, I can’t see anything. What’s happening?” Bonnie asked, holding her ankle as she twisted around to follow his movements.

      Ignoring her, he watched the big Custodian toss the dog aside yet again. Only this time, the android dog didn’t turn back to have another go at him. Instead, it ambled up to the edge of the trench and crouched, looking ready to attack.

      “What’s your name, Stacker?” a fresh voice challenged. Sawyer’s head whipped to the right, eyes wide as he watched the man who’d shot all the Custodians except the leader step out from the brush, a revolver in each hand, a rifle slung over his back. Hat pulled low over a chiseled face, his lean form mostly hidden by a long, slightly worn duster, the sight of the man immediately brought the stories Sawyer had heard about the Sheriff to mind.

      “Kyle,” the man replied. “Kyle Stacker.”

      “I’m—”

      “I know who you are,” Stacker growled, the other man’s identity still in question, much to Sawyer’s dismay. “You’re supposed to be up north, chasing your ex.”

      “She isn’t my ex,” the man said softly. Confidently. “She was never my wife. Just like you, she’s a clone.”

      “Is that what you keep telling yourself, so you don’t have to deal with the truth that your wife hates your guts?”

      “I could kill you quickly,” the man said. “But you’re not giving me much motivation.”

      “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “Maybe you should be.”

      “You’re here for the ship, aren’t you?” Stacker asked. He started laughing. “I can’t believe you’d choose this ship over your wife.”

      “I just told you, she isn’t my wife. She’s a fake. And dangerous, sure. I’ll get to her in due time. I reckoned this ship is potentially more dangerous than she is. It was broadcasting over receivable channels. In Axon.”

      “You and Grimmel had the same interest in it, Sheriff,” Stacker said. Sawyer nearly fell over when he heard the Custodian finally call the other man by name, his eyes fixating on him. Was he really the Sheriff? “Why don’t we open her up together? We don’t have to be enemies.”

      “I might have agreed with you before you threw a little boy down into the crash site,” the Sheriff said, head turning to look down. Sawyer got a little better look at his face then. Not handsome on its own, but rugged in a handsome way. Sharp eyes like a hawk, a strong jaw. What struck Sawyer most about the Sheriff was his confidence and composure. He was totally in control of the situation.

      “Sheriff, watch out!” Bonnie suddenly shouted. Sawyer had been so fixated on the Sheriff he hadn’t noticed a wounded Custodian coming up behind him, a huge knife in hand. Somehow, the Sheriff had only winged the man in the arm instead of killing him outright.

      The Sheriff spun around just in time to block the man’s right arm at the top of its downward motion, knocking the weapon out of his hand. The Sheriff punched the man squarely in the face, sending him stumbling backwards to fall hard on his butt. His face a mask of rage, he leaped back up, snagging the knife off the ground in the process and rushed him.

      Behind Hayden, Stacker drew his sidearm and took aim at the Sheriff, but before either Sawyer or Bonnie could shout another warning, the silver dog jumped on the Custodian’s back. Stacker stumbled forward and fell as it snapped at his neck, obviously intending to sink its teeth into his flesh and tear out his spine. The big man bucked like a rodeo bull, shaking the dog loose. He rolled over and caught the dog as it pounced on him, throwing it over the side of the trench.

      Sawyer just barely jumped aside as the android hit the ground where he had been standing. It slammed into the starship’s hull and didn’t get back up. Rising to his feet, Stacker again went for his gun.

      “Sheriff, gun!” This time, with Sawyer more engrossed in watching the Sheriff grapple with the wounded Custodian, Bonnie screamed the warning. It drew Sawyer’s attention to the Sheriff just as Hayden twisted the man’s wrist, forcing him to drop the knife. Spinning him around in front of him, the Sheriff held him there as a shield, Stacker’s two rounds catching his own man center mass. The Custodian groaned and slid to the ground as soon as the Sheriff let him go.

      With his android dog out of action, the Sheriff glared at Stacker standing there with a clear line of fire. Sawyer’s heart raced. How was the Sheriff going to get out of this? If he went down, he already knew what Kyle Stacker would do to Bonnie and him, his bladder threatening to give way at the thought.

      Sawyer could hardly believe how fast the Sheriff moved. Ducking low, he dove forward and rolled aside—all before Stacker squeezed the trigger, his two bullets chewing up the dirt where the Sheriff had been standing.

      The Sheriff was on his feet, darting toward Stacker when the Custodian finally hit him with his next round, the round catching him in the side with a spray of blood. The Sheriff didn’t slow. Within an arm’s length of Stacker, he grabbed the man’s gun hand and twisted before he could fire again. An audible crack rent the air, the gun falling from Stacker’s hand.

      The Custodian leader did nothing more than grunt in pain as he threw his other fist at the Sheriff’s temple. The Sheriff turned his head aside to avoid the haymaker and threw an uppercut of his own, driving his fist hard into Stacker’s abdomen, just below his sternum. From where Sawyer stood, it looked as if the Sheriff had punched a wall.

      Stacker reacted to the blow by head-butting the Sheriff, which sent him stumbling back. Stacker kept coming, leaving the Sheriff on the defensive, hands up to block incoming blows. He backed away from Stacker, eyes narrowed, focusing as he no doubt searched for an opening to counterattack. He found it a moment later, shifting his feet and cocking back to throw a punch into Stacker’s unprotected chin.

      The ground at the lip of the trench suddenly gave way beneath the Sheriff’s back foot. His arms windmilled as he tried in vain to regain his balance. Tumbling backward into the trench, he landed hard on his back a few feet from Sawyer, his head striking a rock with a loud crack. His body went slack and he didn’t move again.

      Grinning, Kyle Stacker leaned over the pit, looking down at the Sheriff, his gleeful expression quickly turning into a scowl when Sawyer and Bonnie looked up at him, their faces etched in terror as he walked out of sight. When he returned, he had one of his fallen comrade’s rifles, the barrel balanced over his forearm, above his broken wrist, the index finger of his other hand on the trigger. He pointed the gun directly at Sawyer. “You’re next, kid. You and your little girlfriend.”

      “No. Please,” he said, putting up his hands as he backpedaled, as if he could get himself out of this mess. “Bonnie and me, we just want to go home.”

      “Dead kids tell no tales,” Stacker replied, taking aim.

      Cringing, his eyes closed, Sawyer turned away, ready a second time for his life to end. When he heard a soft gurgle instead of the sound of Stacker’s energy rifle, followed by Stacker’s gasp for air, he opened his eyes and looked up. He expected to see the Sheriff back on his feet, somehow having scaled the trench wall and finished Stacker off. What he saw instead left him breathless and frozen.

      The tip of a long, silver blade jutted from Stacker’s chest, blood quickly staining the clothes around it. Staggered, the Custodian looked down at it and then down at Sawyer before the blade slid back through him. He dropped to his knees, gasping until a matte black hand wrapped around his neck from behind and easily threw him aside.

      A dark, frightening humanoid stood there, one arm in the shape of a sword. The alien had no true face. Only a vague shape of a human head with shallow eye sockets, a nose without nostrils, and the outline of a mouth. No doubt, the starship belonged to him.

      Sawyer finally lost control of his bladder, wetting himself. He remained frozen as it jumped into the trench, landing effortlessly at the bottom where it walked over to the Sheriff. A rock hit the alien in its side, and it turned its head toward Bonnie.

      “You leave him alone!” she cried. Even with a broken ankle, she threw another stone at the alien, trying to defend the man who’d fought so hard to save their lives. “Get away from him!”

      “Capitulation. Cessation,” the alien said in a human voice that sounded to Sawyer as though it were electrically charged. “Introduction. I am Max. Hahaha. Hahahahaha. Haha.”
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      “You…you speak English?” Sawyer asked. “Your name is Max?”

      “Affirmation,” the alien replied. “I come in peace. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.” Max pivoted to look down at the Sheriff. “Abrasion. Laceration. Affliction. The Sheriff is injured.” His head swiveled back toward Bonnie. “You are also injured. I am a good Max. I will help you.”

      When he started walking toward Bonnie, Sawyer jumped in front of him, putting up his hand. “You just wait there one minute,” he said, doing his best to look threatening, as if the alien couldn’t simply toss him aside. Sawyer didn’t think it would do that though. It said it came in peace. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but I’m not letting you near my friend.”

      “Sawyer, it’s okay,” Bonnie said. “If it wanted to kill us, it could have shot us with laser beams or something.”

      “Do you have laser beams?” Sawyer asked.

      “Negation,” Max replied. “My energy beams are not lasers.”

      Sawyer’s eyes grew as big as saucers. “You have energy beams? That’s so cool. Can I see them?”

      “Consideration. Perhaps later. Observation. You are both children. Where are your parents?”

      “I’m thirteen,” Bonnie said. “And I had my first bleed, which means I’m not a child.”

      “That’s gross,” Sawyer said. “I’m eleven. So, almost not a child. Our parents are back at our camp, that way.” He pointed in what he hoped was the right direction. “They’re putting up tents and getting ready for the storm.”

      “Storm?” Max asked.

      “That’s right. It’s going to start snowing soon. Probably slow at first, but it won’t stay that way for long. Pa says when the clouds look like that…” He pointed to the gray overcast to the north. “...it usually means six inches at least. Likely more.”

      “Excitement. I have never seen snow. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Why do you keep laughing?” Bonnie asked. “What’s so funny?”

      “Confusion. I do not understand.” The alien paused. “Question. Why are you so far from your parents?”

      “We were playing a game,” Bonnie answered. “Hide and seek. And Sawyer was chasing me. But I didn’t look where I was going and fell into this ditch your ship made, and broke my ankle. It hurt so much at first, but now I can’t feel it at all.”

      “Caution. It is not good for a human to lose feeling in parts of their bodies. We must get you back to your parents.”

      “What about him?” Sawyer asked, pointing at the Sheriff.

      “Confusion. He does not have parents. Hahahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “I’m sure he had parents. But that’s not what I meant. We can’t just leave him here, unless he’s dead. He’s not dead, is he?”

      “Negation. He is alive. He will recover. It is required.”

      “Is he really the Sheriff?” Bonnie asked. “I mean, the Sheriff?”

      “Affirmation. There is no other sheriff.” Max suddenly stepped around Sawyer, too quickly for him to block the alien’s path to Bonnie. She didn’t seem to be the least bit afraid of it though, and when it leaned over to scoop her up, lifting her easily, she didn’t hesitate to put her arm around its neck.

      “You’re so smooth,” Bonnie said. “It looks like metal, but it feels more like skin.”

      “Appreciation. Thank you. It is inorganic in nature, designed to replicate the feel of human skin. Confession. I am inorganic in nature. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “You mean you’re a robot?” Sawyer asked.

      “Relation. I am an Axon Intellect. I am Max.”

      A groan drew Sawyer’s attention back to the Sheriff. Prone and motionless for the last five minutes, he stirred now, gloved hand sliding along the frozen ground. He used it to slowly lever himself up and turn his head. Sawyer grinned broadly and waved when the Sheriff looked at him. He couldn’t believe he was meeting an alien robot and the Sheriff on the same day. Bonnie’s injury and nearly being killed by raiders aside, this had to be one of the best days of his life.

      Seeing Max, the Sheriff got his feet under him and stood up, shaking his head and blinking, seemingly to negate his dizziness. He touched the back of his head, his fingertips coming away with only a bit of blood on them. He wiped the blood off on his pants and turned his gaze on the robot.

      “Max?” the Sheriff said. “Is that you?”

      “Affirmation!” Max said excitedly. “Excitement. I am happy to see you, Sheriff.”

      The Sheriff pointed to the starship. “You came in this?”

      “Affirmation. Acknowledgement. An escape craft. Caution. Sheriff, I must warn you—”

      “A clone of Natalia is here,” the Sheriff said, cutting him off.

      “Confusion. How did you know?”

      “I met her already. Along with the clone of me. I destroyed him. That pissed Nat off; she beat the crap out of me. She wanted to kill me, but I wouldn’t fight back, so she ran away. I’ve been trying to track her down, but I heard your transmissions and knew you’d be here soon. I kept an eye on the sky and saw you hit the atmosphere two nights back. I expected an Axon. I didn’t expect you.”

      “Revelation! Here is Max. I came here to escape. But also to help. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      The Sheriff nodded. “Maybe you can tell me a bit more about the clone.”

      “Affirmation.” Max turned Bonnie toward the Sheriff. “Deformation. Bonnie’s ankle is broken.”

      The Sheriff’s gaze turned to her injury. “Compound fracture. That’s a nasty break. I saw you fall into the trench. With the Custodians approaching, there wasn’t much I could do to help right away. My apologies, ma’am.”

      “Ma’am?” Bonnie giggled and blushed.

      “I’m Sawyer.” He moved so that the Sheriff could see him more easily and threw out a hand. “Are you really the Sheriff?”

      “Sawyer, how many times are you going to keep asking?” Bonnie chided. “Max said he is. The big, bad, ugly guy who tried to kill us said he is. What more do you want?”

      “I want him to say he is,” Sawyer answered. “Are you?”

      The Sheriff smiled and swallowed Sawyer’s hand in his larger grip. “Sheriff Hayden Duke, at your service.”

      Sawyer beamed until he remembered he had wet himself. Suddenly embarrassed, his face felt like he had pressed it against hot coals as he pulled his hand away and turned so the Sheriff couldn’t see his stained pants.

      “That was some fall you took, Sheriff Duke,” Bonnie said. “Worse than mine. I got a broken ankle to show for it, but you’re up and about like it was no big deal.”

      “The Sheriff can’t be hurt,” Sawyer said. “And…” He paused, looking back at Sheriff Duke. “Aren’t you supposed to have two metal arms, like a robot?”

      “Only in the stories,” the Sheriff replied. “And I do get hurt. I’m pretty sure at least two of my ribs are broken.” He turned and looked at the sky. “We should get you back to your camp. It’ll be snowing soon, and you don’t want to be caught out in it. Neither do I.” He paused and looked back at the silver dog. “Max, do you think you can fix the Bloodhound?”

      “Consideration. You do not require it. You have me. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Can you sniff out trace pheromones that act like a chemical version of a fingerprint or a strand of DNA?”

      “Negation.”

      “Then I need the Bloodhound.”

      “Negation,” Max insisted as the first few flakes of snow drifted to the ground around them. “Limitation. We do not have time.”

      “Well, at least the snow will hide it and your ship. I guess you’re better than nothing.” The Sheriff put his fingers to his lips and whistled sharply. Sawyer heard hoofbeats before a chestnut horse galloped up, leaning back on its haunches to come to a sudden stop at the trench’s edge. Dangling his head down over the side, he snorted and shook his head as if amused by the scene.

      “Your horse is huge!” Sawyer said.

      “He’s beautiful,” Bonnie added.

      “That’s Zorro,” Sheriff Duke said, the horse bobbing his head as if acknowledging the introduction. “Max can get Bonnie up out of here. Can I give you a lift?” Disregarding Sawyer’s obviously soiled pants, he turned and squatted, offering Sawyer his back.

      “Really?” Sawyer replied. “So cool.” He put his arms around the Sheriff’s neck, wrapping his legs around his waist. The Sheriff stood and examined the low end of the trench for a few seconds before starting to climb. Sawyer was amazed by how strong the Sheriff was, even though his muscles didn’t appear to be much bigger than his pa’s.

      Max picked up Bonnie in one arm, the android’s free hand changing shape until it looked like a pick. He stabbed it into the frozen dirt and pulled himself up, his feet sprouting spikes he dug into the dirt for traction until he and Bonnie were both back up on the surface.

      Sheriff Duke lowered Sawyer down off his back and circled his horse to scoop up his hat and revolvers from the ground. He donned his hat and holstered the revolvers. “Do your adults have guns?” he asked, picking up a rifle from the dirt next to one of the men he had killed.

      “Sure do,” Sawyer replied.

      “I bet they don’t have guns like these. Can you round them up for me while I take care of Bonnie?”

      “Yes, sir,” Sawyer replied, moving among the fallen Custodians and gathering their guns. He wasn’t bothered by the bloody wounds to the dead bodies. His tribe had come across dead raiders on a few occasions. They always left their dead behind when they ran off. Like his pa explained, it didn’t make sense not to take whatever they could off the bodies. The dead didn’t need anything anyhow. If it were his whole tribe and not just him picking up the rifles, they would have stripped the raiders down to their underwear.

      “What are you going to do, Sheriff?” Bonnie asked, watching him scout out a fallen branch and scoop it up.

      “I’m going to splint your broken ankle,” he replied, retrieving a long, dark blade from his duster pocket.

      “What is that thing?” Sawyer asked, pausing in the middle of picking up one of the rifles. The guns were lighter than he expected, with a switch on the side below a dial, and an LED with a counter on it. The Sheriff’s knife-thing was strange, too. It looked more like a spear, with a pointed end and no obvious sharp edges.

      “It’s called a microspear,” he replied. “Made by the Axon to kill Relyeh. Be careful with those rifles.” He pointed to the last one he’d picked up. “They’re still active. Flip that switch on all of them to turn ‘em off.”

      Sawyer did as the Sheriff asked, noticing the sudden absence of a soft hum from the weapon. “What are Axon?”

      “Explanation,” Max said. “I am Axon.”

      “What are Relyeh?” Sawyer questioned next, seeking out the next fallen Custodian and his weapon.

      “The trife and their kin,” the Sheriff answered.

      “The trife are all dead,” Bonnie said. “You killed all of them.”

      “Pozz,” the Sheriff agreed. “But microspears still have their uses. Max…” He shrugged off his duster and spread it out on the ground. “You can put her down here.”

      “Affirmation,” Max replied, gently lowering her down.

      The Sheriff broke off a piece of branch, the Axon blade making quick work of shaving it down and cutting it in half. After that, he retrieved some clean rags from his saddlebags.

      “I know it’s cold, but I need to take off your shoe,” he said to Bonnie. “Swelling’s already cutting off your circulation.”

      “Is that why it’s numb?”

      “Could be. Tell me if this hurts.” He unlaced the leather shoe, pulling gently to remove it. Bonnie gasped and he stopped, cutting the shoe off with the microspear instead. Fresh blood began to seep from her broken skin.

      Sawyer brought two guns back and laid them next to the Sheriff, who handed Max two of the rags. “Tie these around her leg, with just enough pressure to stop the bleeding. Leave the bone exposed. Let’s not put any pressure on it.”

      “Confirmation,” Max answered, wrapping the bandages around Bonnie’s lower leg, covering most of the bloody area just above her ankle.

      “Just hold it there while I bind the splint,” he said, glancing at Sawyer who stood there, watching him tend to Bonnie. “I know you’re worried about your friend, Sawyer, but I need you to collect those guns quickly. We don’t want to be out here any longer than necessary. Can you do that for me?”

      Sawyer nodded. “Sure, Sheriff.” He went back to his assigned job, while continuing to take glimpses of the Sheriff working on Bonnie’s injury. Once he’d gathered the rifles, he grabbed the men’s sidearms, pulling one out of its holster and gawking at it. So sleek and light. Not like the heavy revolvers like the Sheriff had and that he had practiced with before. He couldn’t imagine who might have made these strange guns.

      “Sawyer,” the Sheriff barked to get his attention. When he looked back, he saw the Sheriff rolling the rifles up in a blanket. He’d donned his duster again, and Bonnie was back in Max’s arms, her leg bandaged and splinted, and her foot wrapped to keep it warm. “We’re all set. Time to go.”

      The Sheriff was on his horse by the time Sawyer reached him with the last rifle and the handguns he’d strung on the barrel. Once the Sheriff deposited the handguns in one of his saddlebags and seated the rifle in the saddle’s scabbard, he held out his hand. Sawyer clasped it and let the Sheriff lift him easily into the saddle in front of him. As they got underway, Sawyer looked back at the crash site. An alien spaceship, an alien android, an alien knife, a gunfight with a bunch of raiders, and Sheriff Duke.

      So cool.
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      Sheriff Hayden Duke used one hand to keep the boy steady on the saddle in front of him, the other loosely holding Zorro’s reins as the horse wound through the forest. They were headed back toward the nomad camp he had snuck around a couple hours earlier. Only two klicks from the crash site, the nomads had nearly encroached on the perimeter the Custodians set up while approaching the Axon ship, an outcome that definitely wouldn’t have been good for the wandering tribe. As it was, two of their kids had been injured by the Earth-bound warrior clones.

      Every step Zorro took sent waves of pain up through the Sheriff’s chest from his still-healing ribs. After seeing Max’s ship pass overhead, on its way to a crash landing, and then watching the Stacker clone throw Sawyer into the deep trench the crash had created, he’d had no choice but to step in. Unfortunately, he’d gone about attacking the Custodians with little planning. He’d gotten sloppy and would have been killed if not for Max’s intervention. He smiled a little at the thought. Of all the Axon in the universe, he was damn glad—no, he was damn lucky—it had been Max in that crashed spaceship.

      Still, his intervention had cost him the Bloodhound, which was a damn shame after paying a borger a hefty stack of notes to remove the tracking device tucked inside its guts. Not that he couldn’t just make more notes. He’d been more concerned that without the borger’s interaction, Bennett would have been provided precise information about his whereabouts. He couldn’t afford to let them get to Natalia first. Clone or not, she was still his responsibility, and he intended to deal with her, one way or another.

      Their last encounter had ended poorly, in that she had left him bloodied and kneeling in the mud after he’d refused to fight her. He would refuse to fight the next time they met, too. He wanted to try to talk some sense into her. Work things out. She said she had the real Natalia’s memories, but that they were all jumbled up inside her head, undoubtedly due to Idhra’s influence.

      The Bloodhound had done such a good job of trailing her that he had been confident he could divert to Max’s crash site and still get quickly back on her trail afterwards. He knew she had gone further north, where the snow was heavier, the travel more difficult, and the population less dense. So he didn’t think she’d be able to do anything too crazy within the next few weeks, making the Axon more dangerous than she was. Essentially, he’d made the choice between the lesser of two evils.

      Honestly, he had no idea what the Nat clone intended to do. Other than wanting him dead, what was her motivation? He didn’t think Idhra’s protoplasm was strong enough yet to entirely control her. Then again, it was probably the reason her memories were so skewed. Even though Idhra had been made by humans, it wanted off Earth to join the Hunger, to become part of the family of ancient horrors. Was Natalia looking for a ship? He couldn’t imagine Shub’Nigu being too keen to admit her into his pantheon, the clone of a woman who had come within inches of destroying him. Then again, the eldest Relyeh Ancient would probably enjoy how it would make him feel to have her on his side.

      To be able to control her.

      Still a half-kilometer shy of the camp, the snow was coming down harder, and had already placed a white layer along the ground and surrounding brush. The winter weather had also created a stillness in the air, allowing him to hear the approaching nomads.

      He pulled Zorro to a stop as they emerged from the treeline onto a flat plain, Sawyer instantly awakening. No more than twenty yards away, nearly a dozen nomads stopped in their tracks, raising their hunting rifles. Hayden saw how their eyes widened the moment they laid eyes on the Axon Intellect carrying Bonnie.

      “Pa!” Sawyer shouted from his seat in front of Hayden. “Don’t shoot! It’s the Sheriff!”

      None of the nomads lowered their guns, gazing suspiciously at Hayden and Max. They were obviously ready for a shootout, although their rifles looked old and perhaps unreliable enough to misfire.

      “Pa, it’s really the Sheriff. He saved our lives. Put your guns down!”

      “Your son speaks the truth. Max and I mean you no harm.”

      “Well, I’ll be,” one of them said, stepping forward from the others. Of average height and thin as a rail beneath a long, thick coat, there was zero menace in his demeanor. “Never in my life did I think you might turn up in our neck of the woods, Sheriff Duke. Sawyer, are you okay? Olivia and Rooster came running back to camp, so out of breath they could barely talk. They said some men were going to shoot you and Bonnie.”

      “I’m fine, Pa,” Sawyer replied. “Bonnie’s hurt though. Her ankle’s broke.”

      “Bonnie?” A larger, barrel-chested man on Hayden’s right charged forward with enough concern Hayden figured he must be her father. The man ran around Zorro, stopping suddenly to aim his rifle at Max. “I don’t know who the hell you are, but you best hand over my daughter right now before I blow your head off.”

      Max held up one hand. “Negation. I am not Satan. I am Max. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Dad, it’s okay,” Bonnie said. “Max helped me. He saved my life. And Sawyer’s.”

      “And mine,” Hayden added.

      “The Sheriff is my friend,” Max said.

      “Is he now?” Bonnie’s father said skeptically as he eyed the makeshift splint on her leg, the rags, blood already seeping through them. He looked up at Hayden. “That looks bad.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied. “Bonnie, is your foot still numb?”

      “It is, Sheriff.”

      “Do you have a doctor in your camp?” Hayden asked her father.

      The man, his expression filled with worry, lowered his rifle. “No, sir. That’s why I always tell you to be careful,” he said to Bonnie. “We don’t have antibiotics, neither,” he added, looking back at Hayden and then at Sawyer’s Dad. “She needs a doctor, Fisk.”

      “He’s right,” Hayden said. “I stabilized the injury, but that was the best I could do. Since her foot’s still numb, I reckon she needs medical help as soon as possible.”

      “I don’t want to lose my foot!” Bonnie cried, tears filling her eyes. Her father stepped up to Max and laid a comforting hand on Bonnie’s arm.

      “The nearest permanent settlement is hours from here,” Sawyer’s father said. “And this storm looks like it might get a lot worse quickly.”

      “Sheriff, please, I don’t want to lose my foot,” Bonnie repeated, wiping the tears from her eyes before they could fall and freeze on her cheeks.

      Hayden looked at her frightened eyes. Without the Bloodhound, the longer he spent going in the wrong direction, the harder it might be to find Natalia, but he couldn’t very well leave Bonnie here as badly injured as she was. She’d become septic and die without competent surgery and antibiotics. He doubted even Nat’s clone in her current state would want that.

      “I can get her back to Cedar City,” he said. “It’s about a twelve-hour ride, maybe longer in the snow.” He met Bonnie’s eyes again. “I have to be honest with you. There’s a chance we won’t make it in time to save your foot.”

      “Dad!” Bonnie pleaded, her face a mask of desperation.

      “It’ll be okay, sweetheart,” the man replied. He looked at Hayden. “I’d have to be a damn fool to let a total stranger run off with my daughter. Sawyer might think you helped them, but how do we know it ain’t your fault she’s hurt in the first place?”

      “It isn’t his fault, Hector,” Sawyer said. “It’s my fault. We were playing hide-and-seek and I chased her too far from camp. She fell into a ditch and that’s where she broke her ankle. Then these raiders found us, and if Sheriff Duke and Max hadn’t come along, they would have shot me and Bonnie both.”

      “Dad, if you can’t trust me with Sheriff Duke, I don’t know who you can trust,” Bonnie agreed. “Him and Max killed all twelve men, just the two of them. And they weren’t no normal raiders.”

      “We have their guns,” Sawyer said excitedly, patting the blanket Hayden had wrapped them in before tying a leather thong around the bundle and hanging it from the saddle horn. “They’re space guns!”

      “And they’re yours,” Hayden told Fisk. “All but one,” he said, laying a hand on the plasma rifle in his scabbard. “Seeing as how I’m partially responsible for the Custodians being here and nearly shooting Sawyer and Bonnie, consider us even.”

      “Not if you save Bonnie,” Hector said. “I’ll always be in your debt if you can do that.”

      “Alacrity,” Max said. “The weather will not improve. We must go, Sheriff.”

      “Down you go, Sawyer,” Hayden said, helping Sawyer off Zorro. He lifted the bundle of rifles off his saddle horn, holding them out to Fisk as the man stepped forward. But Hayden didn’t let go of the bundle right away. “These are plasma rifles. Lethal and more dependable than that Savage hunting rifle of yours and all those old Winchesters and Sharpes I see your men carrying. “They’ll give you an advantage in a firefight, but if I ever get word you’ve used them against innocents…”

      “I understand completely,” Fisk said in response to the unspoken threat. “Thank you, Sheriff.”

      Hayden let him have the guns and shifted his attention to Hector. “I will return Bonnie to you myself or see to it that either Max or someone just as trustworthy brings her back once she’s able to travel. Wherever you are, I will find you.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff.” His eyes glistening with emotion, he turned his attention to his daughter, laying his palm against her cheek. “Your ma and me love you, Bonnie. Be safe and come back to us.”

      “I’ll be fine, Dad. Don’t worry,” Bonnie replied, still teary-eyed. Saying goodbye wasn’t easy for her, but she put on a brave smile for her father. “There’s no safer place on the planet than with Sheriff Duke.”

      He nodded. “Even the Sheriff can’t make you immune to freezing to death. Just be careful.”

      “We need to go,” Hayden said, bringing Zorro around and stopping him between Max and the nomads. Zorro shook off some of the snow collecting on his mane. “Max, hand Bonnie up to me.”

      “Affirmation.”

      Once Max gently passed Bonnie up to sit side saddle in front of him, Hayden wrapped one arm around her back and reached down with the other, putting his hand on Hector’s shoulder. “We’ll be back as soon as we can. Don’t worry. Max and I will do everything in our power to protect her.”

      “Affirmation,” Max said again. “Bonnie is safe with me. I am a good Deputy. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Obviously too emotional to speak, Hector nodded his thanks, and Hayden wheeled Zorro around to the east, Max running behind him as he galloped away.
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      A sharp knock on the door pulled Natalia out of her slumber. She bolted upright in bed, heart racing, momentarily confused by her surroundings before she remembered she was still at the inn in Harrold. She scanned the room, noticing her coat lying in a heap on the floor by the chair pushed under the table. She remembered now. Surprisingly tired after repairing the pump, she’d all but stumbled up the stairs and into her room, taking the coat off and tossing it at the chair. Her throw had been off, the coat sliding off the chair and onto the floor. She’d left it there before falling onto the bed without undressing and immediately dropping off to sleep.

      She noticed now that there was a fresh dark stain across the front of her coat. At first, she didn’t remember getting any grease on herself when she fixed the water pump. Then it came to her, the moment one of the gaskets had ruptured, oil spraying across the front of her coat. She’d decided to come back and check on it later before quickly changing her mind. She couldn’t stay much longer. She had done some good here, but it was time to move on.

      The quick rapping on the door repeated. “Miss Natalia!” Miri shouted. “Miss Natalia, are you there?”

      “I’ll be right there, Miri,” she shouted back, sliding out of bed. Pulling the door open, she was surprised to see a handsome woman in a leather jacket, jeans and a flannel shirt waiting with the innkeeper. Her hand rested on the butt of the six-shooter hanging low on her right hip.

      “Hi,” Nat said to the woman, who didn’t immediately respond.

      “Hi, Miss Natalia,” Miri said. “This is our town sheriff, Beatrice Jackson.”

      “Is there a problem?” Natalia asked, judging the sheriff by her stern look.

      “I hope not,” Beatrice replied. It was the first thing she had said. No greetings. No warmth. Natalia had seen Hayden act like that before.

      There was definitely a problem.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “Dixon’s gone missing,” Miri answered.

      Beatrice turned to her. “Thank you, Miri. You can run along now. Our visitor and I have some things to talk about.”

      “Okay,” Miri agreed, all smiles and warm energy. “See you later, Miss Natalia. Thank you for fixing the water. You saved me so much work. The whole town’s in your debt.”

      “Bye, Miri,” Beatrice pressed.

      Miri waved one last time and departed along the hallway and down the steps.

      “Do you want to come in?” Natalia asked, moving out of the doorway.

      Beatrice stepped inside the room, her right hand resting against the grip of her gun. The six-shooter was so shiny, Natalia figured it had probably been made in the last year or two. Hayden always had a soft spot for revolvers, too. The bigger and more powerful, the better. The posture told Natalia that the sheriff was nervous around her.

      “Dixon’s missing?” Natalia said. “And you think I have something to do with it. You’d have to be an idiot not to.”

      Beatrice raised an eyebrow as she turned to look at her. She hadn’t expected Natalia to get ahead of the suspicion. “Well, maybe I am an idiot.”

      “I doubt that, or you wouldn’t have your hand on your gun. And you wouldn’t look like you expect me to tackle you at a moment’s notice. If you want my firearm, its in the closet, on the top shelf. I didn’t bring it with me to fix the water pump. Because I had no intention of hurting anyone.”

      “That would be an easy thing for you to say,” Beatrice commented. “Harder for you to prove. How do I know you didn’t have the gun on you when you left this morning?”

      Natalia glanced outside. She didn’t know what time it was when she finished with the pump, but it was dark now. “Dixon and I talked to Happy on our way out past the walls. He would have seen a gun if I had been wearing it. You’re also welcome to check the cylinder. It’s fully loaded. When was the last time anyone saw Dixon?”

      “Why don’t you stand near the window there?” Beatrice requested. “I’m going to check the closet, and I don’t want you too close.”

      Natalia pointed at the table next to the window. “Do you mind if I sit?”

      “Be my guest.”

      Natalia sat while Beatrice opened the closet and reached up to the overhead shelf. She found the pistol there, as expected, sniffing at the end of the barrel and cracking open the cylinder before bringing it over to the table.

      “Well, you were telling the truth about the location of your weapon, It’s fully loaded and hasn’t been fired recently,” she said, though obviously still suspicious. She sat in the chair opposite Natalia. “But who’s to say you didn’t kill him some other way. Is this your only weapon?”

      “You can search the room if you think I have any others,” Natalia offered.

      Beatrice finally smiled. She placed the loaded gun on the table and leaned back, becoming more relaxed. “I don’t think that’ll be necessary. You’re very perceptive, Miss Natalia,” she said, finally using her name. “You noticed my tone, my posture, my hand on my gun. Were you trained as more than an engineer back wherever you came from?”

      Natalia shook her head. “No.”

      “Family member, then?”

      “Something like that. Normally, I don’t mind small talk, but I’m concerned about Dixon. When was the last time anyone saw him?”

      “This morning, when he guided you to the water pump. From what I’ve gathered, you returned through the front gate at about eleven this morning. Alone. Nobody thought much of it at the time. Maybe Dixon stayed back to close things up while you went to get a bite to eat or…” She glanced at Natalia’s unmade bed. “...take a nap. Your personal details are irrelevant. I’ll be straight with you, Natalia. If you were a man of Dixon’s size, I would still have my hand on my piece. Still, I’m suspicious. You understand?”

      Natalia sat back in her chair. “You can’t possibly think a woman of my size could overpower a man as big as Dixon.” Of course, Beatrice didn’t know how strong the protoplasm could make her. “Beyond that, why would I want to hurt him?”

      “I’m wondering about that myself.”

      Natalie exhaled a sharp breath and shook her head. “I assume you checked the pumping station and didn’t find him,”

      “That was the first place I went when Dixon’s wife, Betsy, came to me, telling me she couldn’t find him in town anywhere. And as you’ve seen, Harrold isn’t much of a town. Three hundred folks, that’s it. It’d be pretty hard for anyone to go missing without someone having seen them.”

      “Unless they wanted to go missing,” Natalia said. “Or they’re a victim of foul play. Perhaps Betsy—”

      “Not a chance. Betsy can be a real piece of work sometimes. But I don’t think Dixon was that eager to escape her, and she’s no killer.”

      “Then who in town might want to hurt him?”

      “Well see, Miss Natalia, there’s the rub. Anyone in town who wanted Dixon dead could have done it any time in the last twenty-eight years of his life and didn’t. But you’re here one night, and the next morning he just vanishes into thin air.”

      “Even if I had killed him, there’s no way I’m hauling his massive body up that ladder and then moving it without anyone seeing me,” Natalia said. “I noticed you have guards up on the walls, keeping an eye out in the direction of the pumping station.”

      “You notice everything, don’t you? Visibility wasn’t the best, but they saw you come out of the station.”

      Natalie’s lips thinned. “Well then, you know I came up alone. Nobody slung over my shoulder. Didn’t they see Dixon leave after me?”

      “That’s exactly what I asked them,” Beatrice explained. “And I have to be honest, it does make those two boys seem guilty. Maybe one of them killed him, and the other’s helping him cover it up. But again, there’s no motive. We do have a shift change at noon that Dixon’s aware of. If he wanted to leave, he could have slipped out under our noses then, but I’m having a hard time believing he would abandon the town and Betsy at the drop of a hat.”

      “The most obvious conclusion is usually the right one,” Natalia said.

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” She smiled. “I’m sorry to bother you, Miss Natalia. Since you share my concern for Dixon, I’m sure you understand my natural suspicions.”

      “I do,” Natalia agreed. “It’s really no trouble at all. In fact, it’s a good thing you woke me. I need to be moving on.”

      “Leaving so soon?”

      “I never planned on staying.”

      “Where are you headed?”

      “West.”

      “With only the clothes on your back, huh?”

      “That’s how I prefer to travel.”

      “Must be nice to live so unencumbered.”

      Natalia nearly burst out laughing at the irony of that statement. If only Beatrice knew. “I should get going.

      “Well, it was nice chatting with you, Miss Natalia. I hope a safe journey takes you wherever it is you go.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff Jackson.”

      They both stood up. Beatrice’s eyes flicked toward the window and stayed there, so Natalia turned her head to look. Two men were running through the open front gates, shouting at the lookouts. They pointed toward the inn.

      “Looks like one of our search parties might have found something,” Beatrice said. She leaned across the table and lifted the window up. “Bronson, Rich—what have you got?” she shouted down at them as they reached the front of the inn.

      “Sheriff, Betsy went back to the pump house to take another look,” one of them shouted back.

      “I already searched it,” Beatrice said adamantly. “I didn’t find anything.”

      “Well, Sheriff, Betsy did. She, uh…she saw…uh…I don’t really want to yell so everyone in town can hear.”

      A soft touch pressed in on Natalia’s temples. Her hand drifted toward her pistol, resting on the table.

      “Stand under the window and say it normal,” Beatrice said. “I’ll hear you.”

      The man moved directly beneath the second-story window. “She found Dixon shoved behind the water storage tank. Somehow, he was crushed flat enough to go in a six-inch gap.”

      Beatrice’s head whipped toward Natalia, her hand grabbing for her gun. Natalia already had the pistol aimed at the sheriff.

      “You—” The rest of the sheriff’s words stuck in her throat as the bullet slammed into her gut.

      “Yes, me,” she replied, looking down at the Sheriff’s body slumped on the floor. “You weren’t supposed to find him,” she said, the memories flooding back to her. But only for as long as she needed to remember. She had been so hungry. Shaking off the memory, she looked out the window. The two men below had obviously heard the gunshots. They were gone. “I guess I’m not behind schedule after all.”

      She stooped to pick up her coat, swinging it on and stuffing her gun in the pocket as she headed for the door. Miri came running up the steps, with a shotgun in her hand. Natalia came to a dead stop in the doorway.

      “Miss Natalia, I heard a gunshot. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, Ginny,” she replied.

      “Ginny?” Frowning, Miri craned her neck to see past her. “Is that Sheriff Jackson?” she asked, her attention quickly returning to Natalia, expression suddenly terror-filled. “Did you…?” Her lips quivering, she pointed the shotgun at Natalia. “Stop, or I’ll shoot you.” Natalia didn’t slow down, only stopping once the muzzle pressed into her stomach.

      She could feel Miri trembling through the barrel of the shotgun. “You’re not a killer, Ginny. You’re a sweet girl. Don’t make me punish you.”

      Miri stared up at her, confused. “You killed the sheriff. I can’t let you leave.”

      Natalia pushed the gun aside and bent over in front of the girl. Opening her mouth, she exhaled, breathing protoplasm into the girl’s face. Miri couldn’t see it, but she felt it when it took hold. She let out an ear-piercing scream, dropping the shotgun and clutching her head. Blood ran out of her nose and ears, stopping in a few seconds. She calmed, lifting her head and staring up at Natalia.

      “Pick up the shotgun,” Natalia said.

      Miri did as she was told.

      “We’re leaving now, Ginny. We’re not welcome here anymore.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 11

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Natalia led the girl down the stairs. She didn’t see Miri, the twelve year-old orphan and innkeeper, anymore. She only saw Ginny, her adopted daughter, who had been murdered in front of her eyes by an Axon Intellect only minutes before it murdered her original incarnation, too. It seemed strange to Natalia that she carried the memory of Ginny’s death so clearly in her mind, and yet here she was, following her down the stairs to the main floor of the inn. She couldn’t quite recall how Ginny had gotten here. Was she like her, another clone?

      A dull pressure inside her mind ended the questioning. The confusion passed almost as quickly as it had arrived, her mind quickly accepting the new reality. Ginny had been with her since the Arches, hiding from Hayden and his bunch while Natalia confronted him. They had arrived in Harrold together, with Ginny staying in a separate bedroom.

      It all made perfect sense.

      She heard the front doors fly open as she reached the bottom of the stairs. Bronson and Richard rushed in, rounding the corner from the front door to the reception desk. They didn’t have time to hunker down behind the desk before Natalia had a bead on them.

      “Wait!” Richard said, the pair pulling up and throwing their hands in the air. Only Richard was armed. “Please!” He was shaking so badly, his ancient .45 slipped from his hand. “Don’t shoot us. Please!”

      Natalia hesitated. Ginny didn’t. She swept around Nat, bringing her shotgun up and firing two rounds. Buckshot sprayed them both, and they crumpled to the floor. Hit in the heart, Bronson died immediately. Groaning, Richard rolled over and began to crawl toward the front desk, not bothering to pick up his gun.

      “You didn’t need to shoot the bumbling fools,” Natalia said, glaring at her. “No more shooting anyone without my say-so. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Mother,” Ginny answered.

      Natalia smiled. “Good girl. Come on.”

      They headed for the double doors. The lookouts on the walls had obviously heard the gunfire, and were running toward the inn, rifles in hand. Natalia grabbed Ginny’s wrist and pulled her out of the line of fire, retreating around the corner and across the floor. They flattened their backs against the wall between the two front windows.

      “Can I shoot the bumbling fools now?” Ginny asked.

      “Smartass,” Natalia quipped, leaning her head forward to peek out the window to her right. Six guards spread out around the front of the inn. A couple found cover behind a dumpster, another hunkered down behind a mound of snow covering all but the red cap of an old fire hydrant. Two more disappeared around the corner of the inn. One, Deidre, stayed front-and-center, peering out from behind the cover of a rusty old pickup truck.

      “We have the place surrounded,” the woman shouted. “Come on out with your hands up!”

      Ginny broke through the window to her left with the stock of her shotgun. “Fat chance,” she shouted back.

      “My daughter and I just want to get out of town!” Natalia added. “If you let us go, no one else needs to get hurt today.”

      “You can’t just come into our town, start killing folks, and think we’ll let you walk away scott free. We took you in! We trusted you. Dixon trusted you. How could you betray us like this?”

      Remorse flooded through Natalia, but only for an instant before dull pressure exerted itself at her temples. She closed her eyes, wincing as the pressure turned into sharp ringing. “I didn’t have a choice,” she shouted back. “I was so hungry after walking here in the cold. Please, we just want to leave.”

      “The only way you’re leaving is in handcuffs,” Deidre snarled. “And what do you mean, you and your daughter? You came alone.”

      “No, I didn’t,” Natalia replied. Why was the woman trying to confuse her? “I came with my girl, Ginny. You saw her. She was with me last night.”

      Deidre didn’t respond right away. Peering out again, Natalia saw the woman talking to Yu. Where had he come from? Through the inn’s side windows, she could see more townsfolk converging on the inn from both ends of town, some armed with revolvers and repeating rifles, others with whatever blunt instruments they could wield as weapons.

      One of the windows shattered near the back of the inn.

      “I’ll go check it out,” Ginny said, disappearing before Natalia could stop her. The shotgun went off a moment later, a soft thud indicating she had shot someone trying to sneak inside.

      “Damn it,” she shouted at Deidre. “How many more of you do we have to kill to get you to let us leave? I’m not a threat to you if you just let me and Ginny walk away.”

      “So you can kill more people in the next town you visit?” Yu shouted. “Where’s Miri? Is she hurt?”

      “Who’s Miri?” Natalia asked. She vaguely remembered the name but couldn’t put a face to it.

      Ginny returned to her place on the other side of the broken window. “It was that boy with the big smile,” she said.

      “Happy?” Natalia asked. He must have decided to try to sneak up on them on his own. Happy, but not very smart.

      “Yeah, that was his name. Happy. He isn’t very happy now.”

      A sickening sensation started to swirl in the pit of Natalia’s stomach, but something inside immediately whisked it away. The boy got what he deserved. “Is the back clear?”

      “No. They’ve surrounded the building.”

      “Damn fools. They’re in over their heads, and they just keep burying themselves deeper.”

      “They don’t understand you,” Ginny agreed. “No one does. No one can.”

      “Hayden did. My new Hayden.”

      “No one else,” she corrected.

      “We need a horse. Or a car. Are there any of either in this town?”

      “There’s a small stable near the south gate. The horses aren’t the best quality, but they’ll get us far enough away from here.” She paused, licking at the air. “Can you taste it, Mother?”

      “Taste what?” Natalia asked.

      “The fear. I can taste it.”

      “Yes, me, too,” she realized.

      “Natalia, you have thirty seconds to come out with your hands up, or we’ll burn the place down around you,” Yu warned.

      “Do you want me to get Happy for you?” Ginny asked. “His mother might want to see him one last time before he cooks.”

      Natalia shook her head. “Ginny…you’re making things worse. Just let me do the talking. Please.”

      “Yes, mother,” the girl groused.

      Natalia returned her attention to Yu. “You have thirty seconds to give us a path out of here,” she shouted at him. “How many people need to die before you realize you can’t stop me. Dixon, Beatrice, Bronson, Richard, and now Happy. Isn’t that enough?”

      “Happy?” Deidre cried. “What?” Her voice trailed off as she slumped to her knees, letting out a haunting wail. “Not my boy. Not my Happy.”

      Yu’s eyes narrowed, and he pointed in both directions before flashing hand signals telling the handful that had Molotov cocktails to move in on the inn with them.

      The lit bottle bombs arced through the air toward the inn. One broke through a window in the room to their left, more crashing through the side and front windows to their right, all shattering and spreading fire across the floors and up draperies. Natalia heard several more windows break upstairs, no doubt setting multiple fires overhead.

      The people of Harrold had seemed so nice, but all it had taken to turn them against her was a small misunderstanding. And what kind of monster burned the body of their dead son with such wanton disregard?

      Ginny coughed as smoke began to fill the inside of the building. They couldn’t stay here much longer.

      “How many shells do you have left?” she asked.

      Ginny shoved a hand into her pocket. “Two in the barrels. Four more in my pocket.”

      Nearly fifty townsfolk were waiting for them outside. They didn’t have enough bullets to take out all of them, but it probably wouldn’t take that much to get the bulk of them to scatter.

      “Target the ones who are armed. Don’t shoot the others unless they attack you first.”

      “You want me to—”

      “Listen to your mother, Ginny,” Natalia hissed. “Just do what I said.”

      “Fine,” Ginny begrudgingly agreed.

      Natalia felt the heat from the fire licking closer and closer up on her right. The smoke was getting so thick they wouldn’t be able to see soon, much less breathe. At least some of it was spilling outside through the broken windows, obscuring both the inn and them.

      “Are you ready?” Natalia asked.

      “Ready,” Ginny replied.

      “Stay behind me. Here we go.”

      She spun out from behind the wall, using the smoke as cover as she pushed through the front doors. She saw more acutely through the haze than any of the villagers, picking out the armed defenders first. She dropped three of them with three rounds, all of the shots landing neatly between their eyes.

      “Leave some for me,” Ginny complained behind her.

      She killed two more before the men who had taken cover behind the dumpster started shooting. Their aim was bad, and the shots missed her by a country mile. Natalia opened her hand and pushed the dumpster toward them, crushing them between it and the building behind them. A shout from her left caught her attention. Deidre rushed her with a baseball bat in hand. Ginny spun and fired, buckshot tearing through her knees and sending her sprawling in the snow.

      “Miri?” Deidre whined, looking beseechingly at Ginny. “You’re helping her? Why?”

      “I told you to let us go,” Natalia growled, looking down at the stricken woman. “Nobody else would have been hurt.”

      “Look at what you’ve done,” Ginny complained.

      A bullet hit Natalia in the shoulder. She turned to see Yu firing on her as he ran laterally by them, trying to outflank them and fire on them from cover on the porch of the adjacent building. He didn’t reach the steps. Her next round caught him squarely in the temple, and he collapsed.

      That was the last straw. The remainder of the townsfolk quickly scattered, running as quickly as they could through the snow to the other nearby houses or back to their own homes.

      “Who are you?” Deidre bleated through tears of pain, remorse, and loss.

      “Natalia Duke,” she replied, aiming her pistol at Deidre’s head to finish her off. She didn’t have to waste the bullet. The woman’s eyes widened with surprise and remained that way as life drained from them.

      “Come on, Ginny,” Natalia said, smiling at her daughter. “Let’s find a horse or two. Leave the shotgun behind. We’ll get you a better gun at the next settlement we pass through.”

      “Okay,” she replied, dropping the weapon.

      The flames from the inn burned at Natalia’s back. Looking over her shoulder, she eyed the thick plume of smoke rising over the burning building and into the slate gray sky. It would undoubtedly draw attention from miles away.

      Was Hayden close enough to see it?
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      By the time the sun went down behind the wild-grown wheat and tall grasses that stuck up through the snow in spotty clumps along the roadway to Cedar City, Max had forged ahead of Zorro. His chest glowed brightly, lighting the way.

      Ice had begun forming beneath the snow, forcing Hayden to slow Zorro to a more manageable pace. The last thing he wanted was for the stallion’s four feet to slide out from under him, risking injury to the animal as well to himself and Bonnie. So far, Zorro wasn’t reacting to the dropping temperatures, but Bonnie’s teeth were chattering.

      She had spent the first hour after leaving the Nomads, asking Hayden about the truths of his exploits she’d heard during her tribe’s travels, but once he’d answered all of her most burning curiosities, she’d fallen into what seemed like a fearful, brooding silence. No doubt, she was already missing her father, and probably Sawyer and her other friends as well.

      “How are you holding up, Bonnie?” he asked, breaking the silence of the last twenty miles or so. Her ankle had continued to swell beneath the layers of cloth he’d wrapped around her foot to keep it warm, her lack of circulation continuing to worry him.

      “I’m okay,” she forced through her chattering teeth.

      “Are you hurting?” he asked.

      “No. Still numb.”

      “But you’re cold.”

      “No, n-not really.”

      Hayden smirked. “I’m a Sheriff, Bonnie. I can smell a lie from a mile away.” He raised his head so he wouldn’t shout in her ear. “Max!” he called, at the same time he softly pulled back on Zorro’s reins, bringing the horse to a stop.

      “Confusion,” Max said, turning around. “We are not there yet.”

      “I know. There’s nothing we can do about that. Bonnie’s liable to get frostbite if we don’t find someplace to warm up for a couple of hours.”

      “Comprehension. There is a farmhouse half a kilometer to the north of here. I believe it to be abandoned. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Perfect,” Hayden answered. “Lead the way.”

      He followed Max off road, Zorro and the Intellect breaking trail through nearly a foot of fresh snow that had finally begun to cover the tall overgrowth. Fortunately, the snowfall was finally beginning to taper off somewhat, giving them better visibility than they’d had for the last few hours. With any luck, the storm would be over by the time they warmed up and headed back out.

      The farmhouse came into view a few minutes later, not nearly as run-down as Hayden had expected. The lack of illumination from inside corroborated Max’s assumption that it was abandoned, but someone had obviously been caring for the property within the last ten years or so.

      “Max, how did you know the house was here?” Bonnie asked.

      “Observation. I mapped the landscape while I crashed. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “You know how to fly an Axon starship,” Hayden said. “Why did you crash?”

      “Lamentation. The ship was damaged in my escape.”

      “Escape from where?”

      “From a galaxy far, far, away. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Who was holding you prisoner?”

      “Explanation. An Axon named Khron. Khron made clones of you and Natalia. He intended to use them against the Organization, but his ship was destroyed, and the clones escaped. I escaped as well, and followed them here.”

      “To warn me about them.”

      “Affirmation.”

      “Are you saying there’s a whole galaxy of aliens out there?” Bonnie asked.

      “Negation. Once, there were many aliens. Now there are fewer and fewer. The Relyeh absorb those they respect, and destroy those they do not. Axon and humans remain. Axon because we are advanced. Humans, because you are…” He paused, trying to decide on a reason why humankind had survived when so many other species had fallen. “Unpredictable. Stubborn. Tenacious. Fun. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Because we don’t give up,” Hayden said. “No matter how bad things look. It only takes one person to make a difference.”

      “You proved that, Sheriff,” Bonnie agreed before letting out a soft groan, unable to contain her discomfort any longer. Fortunately, they had reached the farmhouse.

      “Max, go on inside and see if there’s any furniture we can burn to make a fire.”

      “Affirmation.” Max climbed the steps to the porch, entering through the unlocked front door.

      Hayden dismounted Zorro, and then gingerly swept Bonnie down out of the saddle and into his arms. A memory suddenly flashed into the forefront of his mind, one he’d lost track of from a long time ago, of holding Ginny like he was holding Bonnie. Of similar height and slim build, she was about Bonnie’s age when she died. He recalled carrying her just like this in the past, to bed after a long night of playing games, talking and laughing together as a family with Nat and Hallia.

      “Sheriff, are you okay?” Bonnie asked, curious as to why he had suddenly frozen in place.

      “Pozz,” he replied, smiling at her. “You just reminded me of my daughter. I wasn’t ready for that.”

      “Is she dead?”

      “Pozz.”

      “I’m sorry, Sheriff.”

      “Me, too,” he replied, the memory still painful after so many years.

      Holding Bonnie in his left arm, he took Zorro’s reins in the other hand and led the horse up the steps, thankful they had been replaced not too long ago. They managed to bear Zorro’s weight, the big stallion just barely managing to squeeze through the doorway into the farmhouse foyer. A quick look around revealed plenty of furniture to burn. In fact, Max had already reshaped his hand into an axe to chop up the kitchen table.

      “Information. There is a fireplace in the den. It is unclogged. There is also a sofa.”

      “Thank you, Max,” Hayden said, guiding Zorro through a wider door on the left into the den. True to his word, a sofa rested a few feet from a fireplace. A rocking chair sat on the left of the sofa, while pieces of a coffee table littered the floor, the rest already in the hearth.

      “Sheriff, I have to pee,” Bonnie said.

      Hayden grimaced. She couldn’t support her own weight right now. Fortunately, Max entered the den with the additional firewood. “Max, I need you to go to the bathroom with Bonnie.”

      “Confusion. Defection? Urination? I do not require a bathroom. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “No, but she does. It’s not right for a man to help a young lady remove her pants and underwear.”

      “It’s okay, Sheriff Duke. I trust you,” Bonnie said.

      “I appreciate that, Bonnie. And if there were no other option, I would oblige you before letting you soil yourself. But we have Max.”

      “Agreement. I am a good helper.”

      Max collected Bonnie from Hayden, the two of them disappearing into the back of the house. Hayden retrieved a lighter and another rag from his saddlebags and gathered up pieces of the broken coffee table, piling it all into the hearth and then shoving the rag under the wood. Lighting the rag, he blew on the slim flame, the fire quickly engulfing the wood. He grabbed more of the broken table and tossed it in. Zorro moved closer to the building heat of his own accord, more eager for the warmth than afraid of the flames.

      “Oh, that’s so nice,” Bonnie said as Max carried her back into the room, placing her gently on the sofa.

      Hayden sat at the opposite end. “Do you mind if I get a look at that foot of yours?” he asked.

      “Of course not,” she replied.

      “Tell me if it hurts.”

      “I wish I could. I still don’t feel my toes, but if I accidentally move my foot, it hurts from my knee all the way down to my ankle.”

      Hayden was as gentle as he could be, tenderly removing the covering and bandages from her swollen foot. His heart sank when he saw that her toes were black. At least, they hadn’t started oozing and stinking yet.

      “It’s not good, is it, Sheriff?” Bonnie asked, noticing his dismay before he could camouflage his expression.

      “I’m afraid not.” He reached up, rubbing at his forehead. “It’s gangrenous.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You’re not getting any blood to your toes. Your whole foot may die before I can get you to Cedar City in another six to eight hours. The good news is that you can’t feel it.”

      “Am I going to lose my foot?”

      Hayden looked at her. He didn’t want to lie, but she was tougher than she had first seemed. “I believe so.”

      She didn’t cry like she had when her father was there. Instead, she bit her lower lip and nodded. “All because I didn’t look where I was going. I’m more mad at myself than anything.”

      “I understand, but accidents happen. I’ve been in that position too many times to count. You’re a brave girl, handling the news like you are. I’m impressed.”

      Bonnie smiled. “Thank you, Sheriff. I’m trying not to be too hard on myself.”

      “I know a few borgers,” he said. “If you lose this foot, we can get you a new one.”

      “A new foot? Like a roid?”

      “Pozz. Like I used to be. I had metal arms once, before the Relyeh fixed me up.”

      “The bad aliens? Why would they do that?”

      “I guess I’m less scary with human arms than I was with metal ones,” Hayden answered. “Which means you’ll be more intimidating with a metal foot.”

      “In that case, maybe losing this one won’t be so bad.”

      “Nope. I don’t think it will be so bad.”

      The positivity helped Bonnie relax. Hayden threw the bloodied bandages in the fire, changing them out for new ones from his pack. By the time he had her foot rewrapped, Bonnie was asleep.

      “Poor girl’s been through a lot today,” Hayden said, looking at Max.

      “Pozz,” Max agreed. “If I say pozz, I am like the Sheriff. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Keep an eye on her. I’m going to scout out the farmhouse to make sure we’re alone and maybe find some blankets.”

      “Pozz,” Max repeated.

      Hayden left them in the den, needing a few moments alone more than anything. His emotions were all over the place and had been ever since encountering Nat’s clone. His worst fear was that he’d have to kill her. If Reva got to her first she wouldn’t have a chance. At least, with him she would. The kicker? If he had no choice but to put her down like a rabid dog, could he pull the trigger? He’d only know the answer to that question if and when the moment arrived.

      He made his way to the living room and up the staircase to the second floor. He quickly located a bedroom with a deteriorating corpse in the bed. Whoever had been living here, they looked to have died in their sleep. He searched the closet, finding more blankets, and he located wool socks in the bottom drawer of the dresser.

      “Thank you kindly,” Hayden said to the corpse before leaving the room. As he reached the top of the steps, his emotions finally got the better of him. He rested his hand on the banister and dropped his head, remaining there for a few minutes as tears slid down his cheeks in lament of all he had lost.

      And for what he feared he could still likely lose.
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      Bonnie was warm and in better spirits by the time they left the farmhouse two hours later. Not because her foot was better, but because it had continued to turn gangrenous, numb and dying as they had warmed themselves by the fire, waiting for the last flakes of snow to fall. By the time they were back on the road, the landscape around them had become a winter wonderland, beautiful, unsoiled, and serene.

      The quiet suited Hayden’s mood, which had remained somber since he’d recovered the blankets from the upstairs bedroom. The emergence of Natalia’s clone had brought back a multitude of painful memories, and Bonnie’s sudden insertion into his life had pulled them front and center. He struggled to escape the demons of his past. The things he had done. The things he had failed to do.

      He rode in silence, Bonnie nestled against his chest, resting comfortably in the saddle. Max ranged ahead of them, providing light so they could see the path ahead, though the snow covered terrain looked much the same from one footfall to the next.

      The road into Cedar City had been cleared of abandoned cars a long time ago. It was the kind of place Hayden could imagine himself settling if there were such a thing as second chances. Away from the troubles that had found him and his family in Sanisco, and made him a target of Shub’Nigu, the eldest of the ancient Relyeh.

      Given a fresh start at the beginning of things, he would like to have become a farmer. Live in a two-story farmhouse with a white picket fence like the one they had just left. Natalia could fix some of the farm relics still littering the land—one of those green John Deere tractors, maybe a wheat thresher and some kind of harvester for whatever he chose to grow—to make the work easier. Ginny and Hallia could’ve learned to milk the cows and feed the chickens while he took care of all the other duties around an acreage so vast he couldn’t see from one end to the other when standing in the middle of it.

      But of course, a dream like that was so far out of his reach now that it was a waste of time to even envision. Ginny and Hallia were dead because he’d failed to protect them. And Natalia…his beautiful, sweet, intelligent wife—a woman he’d loved beyond compare and needed more than his next breath—was nothing more than a bittersweet memory. Unless he could somehow rid her clone of Idhra’s essence and influence. Make Nat remember who she really was. Then maybe…

      Riding through the cold and snow in the middle of the night made that all seem especially ideal. And just as impossible, considering his family were all dead and Nat’s clone remained Idhra’s pawn, despite the fake ancient’s death. She wasn’t the Nat he’d known and loved. She was a dangerous killer, a threat he needed to neutralize.

      They began encountering civilization in the way of farms and ranches on the outskirts of Cedar City, sparse at first and then more prevalent. Hayden figured the population was somewhere around five thousand just within the city limits, with a few more folks on the farm and ranchlands dependent on the services the city could provide.

      Like a lot of places in what had once been the United States of America, Cedar City’s primary export was produce and livestock which they shipped north and east in large wagons, with both dogs and cowboys controlling the herds. Hired guns with badges, rather than any kind of legal law enforcement, kept raiders, nomads, and other ne’er do wells from breaking the law. The roads between settlements were never fully safe, though trouble tended to ebb whenever word got out that the Sheriff was around.

      They encountered the scattered lights of a few homes on the immediate outskirts of the city. Here, the wealthiest residents could afford to build personal windmills for power or used still-operable solar panels and generators. Further into town, others hoarded the comforts, living secluded in large renovated houses that stood well apart from the concentrated lights of what passed for downtown.

      Hayden had ridden through the city two days earlier, resting for a night at one of the few inns near the banks of the river. He had done his best to keep his head down and stay out of trouble, going so far as to send the Bloodhound the long way around to avoid his being seen with the android dog. Nobody had paid him much mind, save for a few locals who had inquired about how many notes it might take for him to part with Zorro.

      The townsfolk didn’t pay him much mind on his return either. But they would have noticed an advanced, very alien humanoid walking beside Zorro if Max hadn’t adopted the appearance of a muscular white-haired man who bore more than a slight resemblance to Hayden. Max had created a perfect holographic projection of him as he would look twenty years in the future, provided he lived that long. Hayden reckoned he easily passed for his father.

      However, there weren’t many people out on the streets at this time of night. That and the coating of snow kept the majority of townsfolk indoors, though a couple of crews worked to dig out the narrow streets between the occupied buildings. Hayden wasn’t surprised that the only business still open was a saloon. He heard the loud music and loud voices emanating from inside long before he pulled Zorro up at one of the few open spots at a hitching post in the front of the building. He hadn’t come to drink, play cards, or see a prostitute, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t find what he was looking for inside.

      The building stood apart from the others, situated in the center of a small patch of asphalt just off the corner of the main road through town. While most of the windows had been broken out, their frames sealed by wooden boards, he could see some of the people inside through the two remaining glass panes in the front.

      “Wait out here with Bonnie,” he told Max, leaving Bonnie astride the saddle and dismounting to loop Zorro’s reins over the top rail of two posts. He looked up at Bonnie. “I won’t be inside long.”

      “But I don’t want to wait outside,” Bonnie complained. “It’s cold out here.”

      “I know,” Hayden replied. “I just need to find out where the doctor lives.”

      “Question,” Max said. “How do you know this settlement contains a doctor?”

      “People tend to settle in big numbers in places that have a few things in common. One, a source of water, especially a river wide enough to have helped protect them from the trife. Two, viable farmland nearby. Three, people that can help keep them alive. Which unfortunately all too often means warlords and assholes like King. But it also often means there’s a physician around. They also like to settle places with electricity and heat, and gather in those places when it’s cold.” He pointed to the saloon. “With any luck, the person we’re looking for is already inside. I’ll be right back.”

      “Consolation,” Max said, turning to Bonnie. “I will keep a lookout for assholes. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Hayden made his way to the saloon entrance—a narrow doorway jutting out from the side of the building. He stepped into the small antechamber between it and a second door. “Ten notes,” the guard posted at the second door said to Hayden. The metal spikes sewn into his jacket made slipping past him unscathed a tricky proposition in such a small space, even after paying the cover charge.

      “Ten?” Hayden replied. “That’s steep.”

      “We bring heating oil all the way up from the southern coast,” the guard replied. “You want to be warm, it’ll cost you.”

      “What I really want is a doctor,” Hayden said. “Is there one in town?”

      “Maybe.”

      Hayden smirked, taking off his gloves. He held them in one hand while reaching into his duster pocket with the other.

      “No funny business,” the guard warned as he did. His own hand dropped to a revolver on his hip.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Hayden said, withdrawing a wad of notes. He unrolled it in front of the guard’s big eyes, counting out two scraps of paper marked with ten stamps each, holding them out to the man.

      “Doc Hidalgo,” he said. “Keep heading east until you see the bridge on your left. Go across to the house on the other side of the river. That’s Doc Hidalgo’s place. Maybe with a bankroll like that, you can convince him to see you off hours.” He tilted his head. “Though you look perfectly healthy to me.”

      “It’s not for me. It’s for my dau…my daughter,” Hayden said, his voice nearly cracking when he said daughter. “She fell and broke her ankle, and now her—”

      “I don’t care what’s wrong with her,” the guard said, snatching the notes from Hayden’s hand. “Word of advice. Be careful where you flash that wad of paper.”

      Hayden nodded. “I can take care of myself.”

      “But not your kid?”

      The remark stung Hayden more than he expected, as if Bonnie’s injury had been his fault. “Thank you, kindly,” he said, refusing the urge to bite back. The guard stared at him without responding, and he left the saloon without going inside, returning to Max and Bonnie. “There’s a Doctor Hidalgo on the other side of the river, and a bridge to get across. It sounds like the doctor won’t be too happy about being woken in the middle of the night, but I can be pretty persuasive when I need to be.” He swung back up into the saddle, pulling Bonnie back into his lap. By the time he wheeled Zorro to face the road, the guard and four other men were coming out of the saloon. From the expressions on their faces, the guard’s words had been less of a warning than a promise.

      “Sheriff,” Bonnie said softly in alarm.

      “It’s okay,” Hayden replied. “Max, can—”

      “Affirmation.” The Intellect intercepted the five men in front of Zorro. “Salutations,” he said. “I am Max.”

      “I don’t want to talk to you, old man,” the guard said. “I want to talk to him.”

      “I can hear you from here,” Hayden replied.

      “You have a lot of notes, traveler. Give them to us.”

      “Why would I do a thing like that?”

      “Because one word from my man Tiger here can bring half the Cedar city militia running.”

      “Confusion,” Max said. “Only half? Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “You think that’s funny, geezer?” one of the other men, presumably Tiger, growled.

      “Affirmation. Hilarity. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Sheriff?” Bonnie said again, voice low. “Are you going to shoot them?”

      “We just came for a doctor,” Hayden said. “We’re not looking for trouble.”

      “There doesn’t have to be any trouble,” Tiger said. “Just give us your notes and you can go.”

      “That’s not going to happen. Now, If you don’t mind, we’ll be on our way.”

      “What if I do mind?” Tiger asked.

      Hayden sighed. “It doesn’t have to go like this, pardner.”

      “I suggest you pay up while your girl’s foot is the only thing that’s broken,” the guard said.

      “Permission,” Max said, turning to Hayden. “Sheriff, do you mind if I break him?”

      “Sheriff?” Tiger said, expression shifting from aggressive to confused. “Walter, wait!”

      His warning came too late. The guard had pulled a knife and rushed Max as soon as the Intellect’s back was turned. Max sensed him coming and whirled back to face him, putting out his right hand as if to shake. Walter ran right into it, losing his momentum and will to fight as he became impaled on the outstretched hand. He gasped and spit up blood while Max’s hologram lost some of its integrity, flickering a few times and revealing the bladelike appendage running through the guard’s abdomen.

      “What the hell?” Tiger said, all of the bravado gone from his voice. “Walter!”

      The other three men reached for their guns. Hayden had his revolvers trained on two of them before they could draw. The other one, having heard Max call him Sheriff and seeing the speed of his pull, thought better of making the same mistake as his friends.

      “Wait,” Tiger said, putting his hands up, his eyes flicking between Walter and Hayden. “Are…are you really the Sheriff?”

      “You’re damn right he is,” Bonnie confirmed. “And you just attacked us.”

      “I…I didn’t know,” Tiger stammered. “We…we don’t want any trouble. Please. Just let us go. I’m sorry. Just let him go.”

      Max sent another jolt of fear through them, dropping his disguise as he pulled the blade from Walter’s stomach. The man gurgled up more blood as he dropped to the street, clutching his wound.

      “Observation. Now we both require Doctor Hildago. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”
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      While Hayden thought that Walter, Tiger, and their amigos were idiots for starting a fight with anyone, let alone him, he didn’t have it in him to just stand by and watch one of them die. After a quick second round of apologies from the group and a completely tone-deaf mea culpa from Max, he rode Zorro hard down the street and across the bridge, blowing right past the guards Doc Hidalgo had stationed on the far end, apparently to keep people from bothering him late at night. Hayden took them so completely by surprise, he outpaced them before they even had a chance to take a shot at him.

      Tiger nearly caught up to him by the time he reached Hidalgo’s front door. Of course, the Doctor had a guard stationed there, too, but one hard look convinced the man to back away. Insuring the doctor remained undisturbed throughout the night wasn’t worth losing his life over. His first round of hard knocks didn’t elicit a response. The second didn’t produce the desired effect, either.

      He was on his third attempt when a long, heavily armored but roofless modbox with large, studded tires swung off the road and pulled up behind him in a jolting stop. Walter lay propped up in the back seat, gasping for air while the rest of his group did their best to keep pressure on the bloody wounds in his abdomen and lower back. They stared back at Hayden with tears in their eyes, their earlier outlaw bravado obviously forgotten.

      Tiger climbed over the top of the welded driver’s door, jumping out of the car and running to join Hayden at the doctor’s front door. “Let me try, Sheriff,” he said, drawing his pistol and turning it over in his hand. He hit the door with the handle of the gun, leaving small dents in it with each knock. “Gaspar, you son of a bitch!” he shouted. “I know you’re in there. Open the damn door. We have wounded.” He looked at Hayden, grinning widely. “He wouldn’t dare not answer the door for me.”

      Hayden heard footsteps inside the house, approaching the door. It was followed by the turning of a handful of deadbolts, and when the door swung open, an elderly man toting a double-barreled shotgun stood behind it in a silk robe.

      “Tiger, get the hell out of here!” he growled in a strained voice. “I’m trying to get some sleep.”

      “Too bad, Gaspar,” Tiger said. “We need your help.”

      “We?” He looked at Hayden. “Who the hell are you?”

      “This here is Sheriff Duke,” Tiger said before Hayden could answer.

      Doc Hidalgo erupted in cackling laughter that turned into a wheezing cough. “You expect me to believe that? How much did he pay you to pretend to be someone important so I wouldn’t threaten to fill his ass with buckshot if he didn’t leave me alone?”

      “He didn’t pay me, sir. And I’m hardly important. But the girl on my horse is important to me. She’s got a broken ankle and a gangrenous foot.”

      “And Walter’s been stabbed,” Tiger added. “He’s dying in the back seat of  Battleship…” He motioned to the modbox. “...right now.”

      “Honestly, Tiger, it should be you,” Hidalgo said. “But Walter’s no big loss to Cedar City either.” He turned to Hayden. “You can pay?”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied.

      “Pozz? What the hell is that? You swallow an electrical outlet or something?”

      “It means, yes, where I’m from,” Hayden said, Max chuckling in the background, from where he had stood with Bonnie, holding Zorro’s reins.

      “Wherever you’re from, if that’s how everybody speaks, it sounds stupid.”

      “Gaspar, come on, man. Please? Walter’s dying.”

      Hidalgo glared at Tiger. “I told you boys that you were going to shake down the wrong visitor one of these days, didn’t I?” He started cackling with laughter again. “And then you went and tried to steal from Sheriff Duke.” He bent over and started coughing again.

      “Gaspar!” Tiger pleaded.

      The old man straightened up, looking at Hayden. “You should have just shot all of them. The whole city would have held a party in your honor. Well, seeing as how his injury is a direct result of stupidity aimed at you, if you say I should patch him up, I’ll patch him up.”

      Hayden nodded. “I’m sure there’s a lesson to be learned in this for these boys.”

      Doc Hidalgo lowered his shotgun. “Hmph. Maybe you really are the Sheriff. You’re way too admirable to be ninety percent of the population. Both of you, bring your patients inside.” He turned away from the door. “Darcy!” he yelled, walking down the hall. “We have business! Get your scrawny tush down here!”

      “Who’s Darcy?” Hayden asked Tiger.

      “His daughter. She’ll be the next Doc Hidalgo once the old man croaks. Though I’m not convinced he’ll ever kick it. He loves busting our balls too much.”

      “How many others have you robbed?” Hayden asked.

      Tiger glanced over at him, shaking his head. “It doesn’t matter now. Walter—”

      Hayden put his hand on Tiger’s shoulder, holding him in place. “How many?”

      “I don’t know. Two dozen?”

      “Do any of them live here?”

      “No, Sheriff. All travelers like you. Folks of various means and repute passing through our beautiful town. Walter scouted them at the saloon, and we ganged up on them whenever they stepped out. We never actually hurt anyone. We didn’t need to.”

      “And you never thought you might pick on the wrong person?”

      “How were we supposed to know who you were? You’re supposed to have metal arms. And that thing…” he pointed at Max, “...isn’t even human. I don’t want to know anything more about it than that.”

      “But you took the risk every time, even though you said your father owns this city. Why?”

      He shrugged. “Just bored, I guess.”

      “After an answer like that, I’m reconsidering letting you bring Walter inside.”

      “Okay, okay. It’s wrong and stupid. I guess it just made us feel important. Powerful. Like we had some control over our lives. You’ve been all around the wilds, Sheriff. You know what’s out there. It isn’t a place for most folks to go wandering around in.”

      “That doesn’t make it right to hurt those who have the courage to wander.” Hayden growled, letting go of Tiger’s shoulder. He returned to Zorro, looking up at Bonnie. “We’re going inside.” He turned to Max. “I need you to take care of Zorro.”

      “Confusion. How do I care for him?”

      “There must be a stable in town. Find it.” He pulled out his stack of notes and handed some of them to Max.

      “Reparation. You are angry. I am a bad Max.”

      “You overreacted a little back there. He was no threat to us.”

      “Correction. He was a threat to Bonnie. I like Bonnie.”

      “I like you too, Max,” Bonnie said.

      Hayden held his arms out to her and she raised her leg over the saddle horn, sliding down off the saddle and into his arms. He held her while he watched Tiger and his buddies do their best to keep Walter motionless as they carried him into the house to where a waifish middle-aged woman in a simple brown dress stood beside an open door. She had to be Darcy. She beckoned Tiger, and he followed her, the group disappearing into the house.

      “Confusion. How will I know when to return?” Max asked.

      “Eight hours,” Hayden replied. “We ought to be clear by then, and Zorro needs the rest to ride back to the nomad camp.”

      “Pozz. Assurance. I will return.” Max patted Zorro’s neck. “You are a good horse. I am a good Max? Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “I can’t believe an advanced alien race made him,” Bonnie said as Max turned Zorro around and led him away.

      “He was imprisoned on Earth for a long time,” Hayden replied, carrying her into the house. “They did experiments on him. It messed up his programming.”

      Bonnie’s face fell. “Really? I feel so bad for him.”

      “Don’t tell him I said this, but so do I. He’s had it rough. But he’s also become a good friend to humankind, especially here on Earth. Without those experiments, he’d be our enemy.”

      “What do you mean by that, Sheriff? Here on Earth? Are there humans in other places?”

      “Pozz. It’s called Proxima B. It’s about four light years away. That means if we were traveling at the speed of light, it would take four years to get there.”

      “How can anything go the speed of light?”

      “Technically, it can’t. They use some fancy math to bend time and space in on itself.”

      “That sounds even more impossible! How do you know about all of that?”

      “I had a friend named Bennett. He was from Proxima. He helped me against the trife.”

      “Did he go home, or did he die?”

      “He didn’t go home.”

      “I’m sorry, Sheriff.”

      “Thank you, Bonnie. Me too. He was a good man.”

      “Mister So-called Sheriff,” Doc Hidalgo said as he walked out of the operating room. He had changed out of the robe and into a pair of scrubs, which somehow made him look even older. “Darcy took Walter and the village idiots to the operating room,” he said as Hayden walked toward him. “I can take a look at your girl’s foot while she’s prepping him for surgery. We can step into the library.” He pointed to the room across the hall.

      “He’s really Sheriff Duke,” Bonnie told the doc as Hayden carried her past him. “He saved me and my friend Sawyer from a gang of evil men. Just him and his friend Max.”

      Hidalgo eyed Hayden again. “I always thought the stories about your metal arms and immortality were greatly exaggerated. At least I know I’m right. It’s a pleasure to meet you Sheriff Duke. Enough so that I won’t even stay mad at you for disturbing me.”

      “I appreciate that, Doctor,” Hayden replied with a smile.

      They entered the library. Floor to ceiling shelves occupied every wall, all of them stuffed with books. Hayden had never seen such a large collection before, and he gawked at all of the knowledge Hidalgo had collected.

      “I appreciate a man who appreciates the written word,” Hidalgo said. He patted a settee positioned under a window on the far side of the room. “Put her down here.”

      Hayden did as he asked, lowering Bonnie gently onto the seat. Hidalgo crouched at her feet and removed her sock with practiced ease. He stared at her blackened foot without expression or comment.

      “Well?” Hayden asked.

      “You’re fortunate, Sheriff Duke,” he replied. “We have a borger in town. Her name is Lyla. She’s friends with my Darcy. I can get you a good deal on a replacement.”

      Bonnie looked at Hayden, but she didn’t cry. “I guess I’ll only be able to count to fifteen soon, Sheriff,” she said instead, the ghost of a smile dancing over her mouth.

      The joke shocked Hayden silent, but Hidalgo burst out laughing, wheezing, and then coughing. “Missy, you’ve got spunk.”

      “Will it hurt to cut it off?” Bonnie asked.

      Hidalgo shook his head. “It’s already numb, isn’t it? Besides, I’ll sedate you so you won’t feel a thing until after surgery. I have to be honest with you. Replacements do hurt to install. I doubt Lyla has little, if any anesthetic, on hand. You know, there are some people out there who sever their limbs on purpose without sedation, just so they can get a prosthetic.”

      “Doc, I need to get Bonnie back to her father by midday tomorrow. Which means I need Lyla here as soon as Bonnie comes out of surgery.”

      “She doesn’t do house calls, I’m afraid.”

      “Not even for me?” Hayden asked.

      “You aren’t the most handsome man, Sheriff Duke. But you’re famous, so you have that working in your favor. Tiger can show you to her place.”

      “I’ll send Tiger along without me,” Hayden replied. “I promised I would keep an eye on Bonnie.”

      “I’m the only doctor within a hundred miles of here, Sheriff. This is the safest place she could be. Even Tiger puts up with my churly mouth because he knows he can’t touch me. She’ll be fine here. And you have a better chance of convincing Lyla to help if you go talk to her yourself.”

      Hayden looked to Bonnie, who nodded. “It’s okay, Sheriff Duke. I’ll be fine here until you get back.”

      “Pozz. I won’t be long.”

      Hidalgo straightened up as Darcy entered the library. She seemed to melt when Hayden turned to face her.

      “Uh. Hi,” she said, staring at him. “I…I’m Darcy.”

      “Geez, Sheriff,” Hidalgo grumbled. “You’d think she’s never seen a man before.”

      Darcy’s face flushed, and she looked away from Hayden. “Walter’s sedated, and I’ve packed the wound tract to slow the bleeding.”

      “How bad is he?” Hayden asked.

      “We won’t know for sure until we open him up to check on his internals, but the fact that he’s survived this long is a good sign.”

      “I’ll send Tiger out to you,” Hidalgo said, walking past his daughter. “Come on, Darcy. Unless you want to stay here and ogle Sheriff Duke some more.”

      “You’re the Sheriff?” Darcy asked.

      “Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” Hayden answered, tipping his hat.

      Her knees buckled a little. “I just might, Dad,” she replied, smiling at Hayden.

      “Darcy, now!” her father snapped. She straightened and rushed out of the library.

      “I think she likes you,” Bonnie said.

      “She likes who she thinks I am,” Hayden replied. “That’s the trouble with people telling stories. When they meet you, they think they already know you.”

      “You haven’t disappointed me so far, Sheriff.”

      Hayden looked back at her and smiled. “I’m happy to hear it.”

      “Sheriff,” Tiger said, moving into the doorway. “Gaspar said you need me.”

      “The borger, Lyla. I need to go get her. There’s a hundred notes in it for you if you take me to her.”

      “Forget the notes, Sheriff. You could have told Hidalgo to let Walter die after what we did to you, but you didn’t. I’m your man for as long as you’re in Cedar City.”

      Hayden nodded. “In that case, lead the way.”
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      Thanks to Tiger’s modbox, nowhere in Cedar City was very far away, even with the half-foot of freshly fallen snow. The big tires and heavy weight of the car easily broke through the deep powder, making it one of the few vehicles that could handle the current weather at speed. Hayden would have preferred a roof and some heat, but he wasn’t going to complain. He had found a doctor for Bonnie, and while she would lose her foot, he was hopeful she would end up better off after the whole episode.

      Making a left after crossing the bridge, Tiger accelerated down the broad, empty main street. Battleship’s steel plow, more than likely designed to push derelict cars and trife aside, cleared a path through the snow, in what Hayden imagined was an inadvertent good deed.

      Turning right nearly half a kilometer down Main, Tiger slowed as he passed a second saloon, also teeming with activity. He honked his horn as he reached the front of the place, drawing the attention of a group of younger men and women about to go inside. They shouted out to him and waved, while at the same time staring at Hayden, obviously wondering what Tiger was doing with the older man riding shotgun.

      “Darcy says she thinks Walter will make it,” Tiger said once they were past the saloon and picking up speed again. He looked over at Hayden. “If he does, I swear I’ll never pick on anyone ever again. No more shakedowns. No more childish bullshit.”

      “What if he doesn’t make it?” Hayden replied. “Does that give you leave to be part of the problem, when you have the means and acumen to be so much more?”

      Tiger put his eyes back on the road. The plow pushed the snow to the sides, but also up and over their heads, leaving the finer flakes to settle on Hayden’s hat and Tiger’s hair. “He’ll make it,” he insisted. “But even if he doesn’t. I’ve learned my lesson.”

      “I hope so.”

      “No, I have.” He looked at Hayden again. “You know what; I’m going to be the first town sheriff. I just decided. Cedar City just has an armed militia. Gunfighters, really, and sometimes they get a little too zealous. I’m sure my father can set it up.”

      “It takes more than having a powerful father to be a sheriff, Tiger.”

      “Oh, yeah. I’m sure it does. But I was just thinking. You know. Everyone knows who you are, and they automatically like you because you help people. Sure, the people in Cedar City already know me, but they’re mostly nice because of who my dad is. Or because I might take over his business one day, so they want to stay on my good side. But look at Walter. If he doesn’t make it, what kind of legacy does he leave? Nothing, right? He’s just another dead kid nobody will remember ten years from now.”

      “I think it’s good that you’re thinking about your future. But there’s an important piece you left out that you’ll need to reckon with, if you’re going to figure out who you are.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m not the Sheriff.”

      Tiger’s head whipped toward Hayden so fast he nearly lost control of the car. “What? Really?”

      “Helping people is a part of what makes me Hayden Duke. It’s who I am. Even if I wasn’t known as the Sheriff, I would still be the same man. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      His expression remained intense but disappointed. “Yeah. I think so. What if that’s not who I am?”

      “What if it is?” Hayden countered. “The point is, it’s not about just asking for a title. It’s about living up to that title even if you don’t have a badge to go with it.”

      Tiger smiled. “Damn. I wish my father had half the wisdom you do, Sheriff. Maybe I would have been less of a horse’s ass sooner. Maybe Walter wouldn’t be needing Doc Hidalgo services right now.”

      “You can’t change the past. Believe me, there’s plenty of times I wish I could have. Take what you’ve learned, and use it to make a better version of yourself. An upgrade.”

      “Like a replacement foot?”

      “Pozz. Something like that.”

      Tiger turned the car onto a narrow street close enough to the river that Hayden could smell the dank depths of it. Tiger crept down the street, driving more slowly than he had the entire way over.

      “What—” Hayden started to ask, pausing when a small drone drifted out from the corner ahead, a bright light flashing over them. Tiger brought the car to a quick stop.

      “Lyla, it’s just me, Tiger,” the kid said. “I brought someone to see you.”

      The drone hung in place. Hayden glanced down as a red laser beam settled center mass on him. “I take it she likes visitors less than Doc Hidalgo,” he said. “Must be something in the water.”

      “Lyla, don’t shoot!” Tiger shouted. “Do you know who this is?”

      The drone peeled away, vanishing back around the corner. Spotlights hanging from the building ahead of them turned on, momentarily blinding Hayden. When his vision cleared, Natalia stood in front of a half-raised, rusted garage door.

      His instinct was to grab Tiger’s head and push him down below the dashboard while simultaneously leaping out of the car, hoping to draw Natalia’s attention. He resisted the urge, knowing that while his eyes saw a slender woman with brown hair and a heart-shaped face, this wasn’t his wife’s clone. The spotlights and his mind were playing tricks on him.

      “I know who he is,” Lyla said, a widening grin crossing her face. “Sheriff Hayden Duke, in the flesh.” Hayden climbed out of the modbox as if he were dismounting Zorro, landing smoothly outside the car. As Lyla neared, he could see the differences in her facial features from Natalia’s, especially in the deep set of scars that crossed the entire left side of her face and the replacement eye she had probably installed herself. There were still plenty of people bearing similar wounds from close encounters with the trife. In fact, he’d once borne similar scars.

      “How do you know me?” Hayden asked, offering his hand.

      “You know a borger down south, name of Halston, don’t you?” she asked.

      Hayden’s grin grew as big as hers. “I sure do.” They clasped hands, and Lyla moved in to finish off the greeting with a hug.

      “See that, Sheriff?” Tiger said, getting out of the car. “That there is exactly what I was just talking about on the way over here.”

      Lyla backed up a step. “No offense, Hayden. I’m happy to see you. But you look fit as a fiddle to me. So why are you coming to see me at this hour, in this weather? With Tiger, no less.”

      “Helping out someone in need,” Hayden replied. “I’ve got a thirteen year-old girl at Doc Hidalgo’s who’s about to lose her foot. I was hoping I could convince you to bring your gear over there and install a new one while she’s still sedated. It’ll go easier on her if she wakes up with the mod already in place.”

      Lyla reached up and put a hand on his arm. “Halston told me that if I ever had the pleasure of meeting the Sheriff, I ought to do whatever he asks of me. Come on inside while I get my gear and I’ll see what I can do.”
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      “How do you know Halston?” Hayden asked as he ducked under the half open garage door behind Lyla.

      “We grew up together. Twelve years in the southeast before the trife overran our settlement and we were split up. Both of us trained under the same Master Borger. But we were still kids. Anyway, I still have a memento of that night.” She motioned to her scars.

      “Hey, can you open up all the way so I can pull the Battleship in?” Tiger asked, slipping under the door.

      “No,” Lyla replied flatly.

      “If it starts snowing again, the leather’s going to get all soaked,” he complained.

      “What kind of idiot builds a modbox without a roof in this climate?” Lyla shot back. “You’re free to leave whenever you want, Tiger.”

      “Nah, I want to see what the Sheriff does next. I’m shadowing him so I can learn to be like him.”

      Lyla glanced at Hayden. “Seriously?”

      He shrugged. “I suppose that’s the way of it for now, anyway.”

      He turned toward the interior of the garage, only to quickly discover it wasn’t a simple auto repair shop embedded in a larger building. It took up the entire building, a converted warehouse with a larger collection of mods, replacements, and parts than he had ever seen. Cyborg limbs rested on dozens of shelves, hung from racks dangling from the ceiling, and were stacked near the borger’s main workspace closer to the center of the room. But it was more than that. Lyla had collected the partially destroyed shells of at least a dozen Butcher robots, an entire squadron of different types of drones, a mass of electronics, and even a Wolverine. And guns. Lots of guns. They were mounted on a pegboard nearly twenty feet long. He immediately spotted a few Centurion weapons in the mix.

      Tiger whistled beside him. “Damn, Lyla. No wonder you don’t let anyone in here.”

      “You breathe a word of this to anybody, and I’ll cut your throat,” she hissed back at him. “You’re only here because Hayden is here, got it?”

      “Yeah, yeah. No problem. I can keep a secret.”

      “I have bots that can hunt you down while you sleep,” she added.

      His face blanched. “I won’t say a word. Believe me. I like being alive.”

      “Are those Butchers functional, or are you stripping them for parts?” Hayden asked, motioning to the huge, humanoid machines that had been built to kill trife.

      “None of them are a hundred percent. But that one and that one…” She pointed to them. “...are powered up and ready to go.” She lifted a chain from around her neck, revealing the machines’ control device. “One has a bad arm, the other a limp, but good luck to anyone who comes at me with less than a plasma rifle or a PRG.”

      “What’s a PRG?” Tiger asked.

      “Portable railgun,” Lyla said.

      “Personal railgun,” Hayden also said simultaneously. He looked at her and smiled. “Same difference. Where’d you get all of this equipment?”

      “I’ve traded a lot of working stuff to scavengers, collectors, and treasure hunters in exchange for three times as much broken stuff that I’ve fixed and flipped. I also inherited a lot of it from the borger who used to live here. A man named Rex.” Her eyes softened. “He took me in after my parents were killed. By raiders, no less. Not the trife. I hate people who prey on other people.” Her eyes shifted to Tiger, narrowing with accusation. Apparently, she knew his reputation.

      Tiger put up his hands. “I’m a changed man, as of tonight.”

      Lyla chuckled. “Hayden beat some sense into you and your crew, did he?”

      “Sort of. His alien robot companion ran Walter through with a hand that turned into a sword.”

      Lyla’s eyes whipped back to Hayden. “Alien robot friend? An Axon Intellect?”

      “Max,” Hayden said. “How do you know about the Axon?”

      “I’m in contact with Halston, remember? And you already passed through his neck of the woods.” She pointed to a ham radio on a workbench adjacent to her main space. “We speak in an encrypted language we created when we were kids. It was fun and games at the time. I never thought I might need it. You can’t see, but I got my hands on some Centurion tech a couple years back. A radio. I managed to crack the encryption on that one, so I’ve got clear access to some of their communications.”

      “Only some?”

      “It’s on a rotating frequency and decryption scheme. I only cracked one of the algorithms so far. Let me show you my lower appendage mods. I’m sure you know, at thirteen she’ll probably need at least one more control ring swap to keep up with her growth.”

      “Pozz. Which might be challenging for her, since she’s a nomad. I can probably convince her father to settle here in Cedar City, if you think he can build a life here.”

      “I can’t offer that kind of charity, Hayden.”

      “I’m not asking you to. Bonnie seems like a smart girl, though. Maybe you could use an apprentice?”

      “I need to meet her first.”

      “Of course.”

      She led Hayden and Tiger over to one large section of mods. “How did you end up with an Axon Intellect as a companion?” she asked.

      “He was in trouble. I helped him. Or more like, we helped each other.”

      Lyla shook her head. “From what I understand, Intellects can’t be friends with humans. It’s not in their programming.”

      “Max is different.”

      “He must be, since he has a name.” She turned and glared at Tiger, who had diverted his attention toward the guns. “Tiger! Don’t touch anything.”

      “I’m just looking,” he said, reaching for one of the plasma rifles. The eyes on one of the Butchers lit up, and it started ambling toward Tiger. Seeing it, he quickly withdrew his hands and returned to Hayden’s side. “No harm in looking, right?” he repeated, the Butcher advancing to the wall of guns and settling there.

      “So, I have basic foot replacements,” Lyla said. “Simple stuff that’ll keep her up and moving as if nothing ever happened to her. But if she needs amputation too far above the ankle that won’t work. Honestly, between the ankle and the knee is a no-man’s land. The old U.S. military only cared about getting the grunts back into the field. They didn’t much care about where they cut their limbs off. So if the damage is higher, it’s better to take the leg from just over the knee.”

      “That far up?”

      “Knee joints break down from wear and tear in normal people. Connecting a mod below the knee would just wear it out in a few years. Of course, the Army did it back in the day because they knew their men wouldn’t live that long. But special forces, Navy SEALs and the like, weren’t having any of that. I happen to have a small collection of those.”

      “Hold on,” Tiger said. “You mean all these mechanical limbs used to be connected to someone else?”

      “They’ve been out of production for two centuries, genius,” Lyla replied. “We’re lucky we can still use them at all.” She looked at Hayden. “How big is Bonnie?”

      “A little less than a meter and a half. Thirty-five kilograms, give or take.”

      “That’s about where I was at thirteen. It sounds like she won’t have too much more growth, so maybe we can get away without having to change the mod. That would be nice.” She walked among her shelves of replacement limbs, stopping at one of the racks and picking out a dull gray prosthetic with a light but strong looking knee joint. “She’ll be able to kick harder than a mule with this one, or jump probably ten feet from a standstill.”

      Hayden smiled. “I’m sure she’ll like that.”

      “How do you balance the difference in strength between a mod leg and a real one?” Tiger asked.

      “Wow, I’m impressed. Look here, Sheriff.” Lyla turned to him. “Tiger actually asked a smart question. The magic is in the control ring.” She picked it up from the shelf, next to the mod. It was a simple metal ring about three inches thick, with hundreds of small wires jutting out of the inside, top and bottom. “One set of fibers connects to the muscle and nerves of the upper leg. The other to the replacement limb itself. Software calibrates the two, along with the electrical signals from the brain. So if Bonnie’s just trying to walk, the limb knows she wants to walk. If she needs to jump, it’ll react appropriately.”

      “That said, it does take a little getting used to,” Hayden added. “For the first few days, she might accidentally kick a few doors off their hinges.”

      “Just don’t get too close to her,” Lyla said. “Come on over to my workspace, I’ll collect my laptop and pack everything up.” She turned to Tiger. “And don’t you even think about telling anyone I’m not home. They won’t get out alive.” As if to emphasize the threat, the two functional Butchers’ eyes began glowing again.

      “I already told you, I’m a changed man,” Tiger replied. “No more outlaw garbage for me. I swear.”

      “Yeah, mmhmm,” Lyla remarked, struggling to believe in the kid’s sudden reversal of intent. Hayden didn’t blame her. Tiger was saying all the right things, but what would he do once Hayden was gone and Walter either returned to health or wound up six feet under?

      They walked over to the long workbench in the center of the warehouse. Lyla pulled cables from the hardened military laptop resting to one side of her primary setup before crouching and pulling a bag out from below the bench. She stuck the laptop in it along with the cables she had unplugged before making room for the control ring and the replacement leg. Hayden hated the thought of amputating Bonnie’s limb so high up, but what choice did they have?

      Lyla was positioning the mod in the bag when a sharp chirp drew Hayden’s attention to the desk on his left, and the small transceiver resting face-up beside the microphone for the ham radio.

      “I’ve got contact on infrared,” a woman said through it. “Three targets.”

      “Units are in position,” a second voice announced. Hayden glanced at Lyla. Her Centurion radio had come to life.

      “Funny,” she said. “Usually all I get are comms checks. Why is it I pick up some action as soon as you show up?”

      “Do you have a positive ID on the Sheriff?” a third voice said, freezing Hayden in place. He immediately recognized the speaker. “I don’t care about the other two, but I need him alive.”

      “ID confirmed,” the woman said as Hayden’s hands dropped toward his guns. “Go or no-go, Colonel?”

      Hayden’s eyes narrowed as he looked skyward, noticing the warehouse had a long skylight that ran down the center. He spotted a dim, flashing light high above. “Get down!” he shouted, throwing himself at Lyla and Tiger, dragging them to the floor.

      “Go,” Bennett replied.
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      The Custodian assault team came from every direction at once, including through the skylight, a pair of cables shattering the glass. The shards hailed down around Hayden, Lyla, and Tiger as a commando clad in black combat armor slid down each cable, plasma rifles in their free hands.

      More assault troops burst through the closed garage door, their exosuits allowing them to tear the weak metal apart as if it were as thin as parchment paper. Another unit moved in through a side door, battering it open and filing in as a fourth group closed in from the stairwell at the back of the building.

      “Son of a bitch,” Lyla hissed. “How’d they get past my sensors?”

      She yanked the control device from under her shirt and tapped the panic button. The Butchers came to life, as did an assortment of the gathered drones. The sudden movement from the machines drew the Custodians’ attention, their immediate gunfire turning on the robots. Four of the drones went up in smoke before they could get off the ground, but the Butchers weren’t such easy kills. One targeted the unit from the side door, raising its axe-hand as it charged. The other rushed the four Custodians in exosuits, ignoring the bullets slamming into its chest.

      Hayden rolled to his feet, revolvers in hand as more units from the rooftop slid down their lines. Taking quick aim, he fired up into the cables, hoping to cut them and drop the incoming Custodians. Of course, Bennett had prepared for him, using reinforced lines his bullets couldn’t penetrate. He shifted his aim to the first units on the floor, who came at him with stun batons rather than guns. The Colonel definitely wanted him alive.

      He knew Natalia was the reason why. The easiest way to get to her would be to dangle him. But Bennett probably also didn’t know where she was, and figured he might. He would be disappointed on that front. Considering how the Custodian leader had left Ellie’s farmhouse toward the south, Hayden was also certain he wasn’t acting on his own. No doubt Bennett had orders from Grimmel and little choice in whether to follow them.

      He fired on the Custodians right in front of them, his point-blank rounds failing to pierce their helmets on the first go. Swinging their batons at him, he ducked away, vaulting Lyla’s workbench to put some distance between himself and his attackers. Parts and papers crashed to the floor around him as he slid off the bench and pivoted, firing at the Custodian looming over Tiger. His rounds remained ineffective, but at least he got the woman’s attention. She turned in his direction, pulling a gun on him.

      There was no way it carried normal rounds, and he confirmed it when she fired from behind him and a jolt hit him in the back, the energy passing through his body. One stunner wasn’t enough to drop him. He ducked and rolled forward, dropping his revolvers on the floor and grabbing the microspears from his pockets. He slashed the calves of the closest Custodians, the alien metal passing easily through both their armor and the flesh and bone beneath. They went down like marionettes as he leaped at the next fighter in line, slicing off the end of his stun baton when he tried to block the microspear. It sank into the Custodian’s helmet, but not quite deep enough to kill him. Hayden settled for kicking him in the chest, the force of the blow knocking the man off his feet. The momentum of the push allowed Hayden to pivot quickly as one of the stun batons nicked his arm. His entire limb went numb, but he didn’t fall. He crouched, stabbing the Custodian in the leg before sinking the other microspear in his neck.

      With a half-second gap in the fighting, Hayden noticed the Butcher fighting the Custodians in the exosuits was already down. The other was having better luck and had managed to take out one of the Custodians, pinning down the rest. The act wasn’t as helpful as it seemed, with four more Custodians and the squad of exos still on top of him. Yet another unit was closing from the rear.

      Where had Lyla gone? He could definitely use her help.

      He rolled aside, evading the stun rounds smacking the floor. He rolled back under the table and rose beneath it, lifting and throwing it at the incoming Custodians. He knocked two of them dow, taking two more stun rounds in the back for his effort. Enough to drop him to a knee.

      “Give it up, Sheriff,” one of the Custodians said as four of them surrounded him. “You’re outnumbered.”

      “I still have the advantage,” he spat back.

      “How do you figure that?” she asked.

      “You need me alive.” Before they could react, he dropped the microspears and recovered his guns, shooting each of the surrounding Custodians in the feet. They cried out and stumbled back, dropping to the floor. With no time to reload, he switched back to the microspears, lunging forward to stab the woman.

      A heavy fist hit him in his right kidney with enough force to throw him sideways. He hit the ham radio rolling over the bench it was on and landing hard on the floor. Grunting in pain, he looked up as one of Lyla’s drones zipped overhead, its belly open. He gritted his teeth as a grenade fell out of it, dropping into the midst of the enemy and exploding before it hit the floor. Shrapnel sliced into their faceplates and into their exosuit armor, a cloud of gray smoke quickly shrouding the interior of the warehouse.

      “Sheriff,” Lyla said, coming out of the smoke to put a hand on his shoulder. “Halston told me trouble follows you everywhere you go. Good thing I’m always ready for trouble.”

      “More like I follow trouble. Sometimes it turns around.”

      She raised the PRG in her right hand. “Go for the Wolverine. I’ll keep you covered.”

      “Pozz. Where’s Tiger?”

      “I lost track of him. Dead maybe.” Hayden hoped not, but he didn’t have time to worry about him. “Now!” Lyla cried.

      He could barely see the enemy through the hanging smoke, but he had mapped out the layout of the warehouse when he’d entered and knew which way to go. Lyla popped up beside him, squeezing the trigger as she swung her PRG in a semi-circle. The lethal weapon spewed thin flechettes with such velocity and force they tore through everything in their path. Shelves, replacement mods, Butchers, combat armor, flesh, muscle, and bone. Custodians either died or dove for cover, including those in exosuits. Since Hayden didn’t know what had happened to Tiger, he could only hope the rounds missed him.

      Though the PRG was a powerful weapon, it ran out of ammo in a hurry, and Lyla didn’t have more. He heard her cry out and looked back in time to see a pair of stun rounds hit her in the chest, knocking her flat. One of the exosuited Custodians headed for her, likely to finish her off.

      Hayden reached the Wolverine, planting his feet on the small ledge that jutted out from its knee and climbing into the simple cockpit. He didn’t wait for the electronics to close the canopy, forcing it down just in time for it to absorb incoming stunner fire. Locking it in place, he strapped himself in and shoved his legs into motion-detecting sleeves at the base of the cockpit, his arms into similar gloves. The action activated the machine, and a HUD over the interior glass of the canopy showed he had a full charge. Although its armament was missing, it had booster pads in its tripod feet. Like he had already told the Custodian woman, the fact Bennett wanted him alive was his greatest asset. The Custodians didn’t dare use lethal force against him.

      He didn’t have to play by the same rules.

      He activated the pads and launched the small mech just as the Custodian going for Lyla reached the corner of the shelves. Slamming a foot into the man’s helmet, he drove him backward and landed on top of him as he hit the floor, crushing him beneath the weight of the machine.

      While the two units on the perimeter and a third group on the roof fired ineffective stun rounds at the Wolverine, Hayden pivoted and rushed the last two Custodians clad in exosuits. One of them assumed a fighting stance, ready to defend himself, while the other panicked. Swinging his wrist-mounted autocannon at Hayden, he opened fire.

      Hayden jerked the Wolverine sideways, the bullets chewing through the mech’s left arm, nearly removing it completely. Hitting the mech’s boosters, he lunged at the shooter, grabbing his arm and turning it away. The Custodian stopped firing immediately and slammed his other fist into the canopy, punching it once, twice, three times. Cracks formed on the transparency beneath the metal frame before Hayden could return the blows. Drawing back the Wolverine’s powerful arm, he was unable to follow through when the second exo grabbed the already damaged limb, twisting and snapping it completely off.

      “Just give up, Sheriff,” the Custodian said.

      Hayden knew what Bennett would do if he got his hands on Natalia. Bring her back to Grimmel, who would likely do his damnedest to take the protoplasm before killing her. Hayden knew the protoplasm had to go, but he didn’t believe there was no way to rid her of the infection and still keep her alive. Even if that couldn’t be done, he would be the one to end her. Not Bennett. Not Grimmel. Not the Organization.

      Him.

      “Never,” he growled, using the booster pad to jump, surprising the Custodian who lost his grip on him as he bounced forward. Hayden landed with his back to the man, fearing he’d blast him with his autocannons before he could even turn around.

      He didn’t have to find out. A loud rumble drew his attention to the garage door as Battleship smashed through what remained of it and slammed into both exosuited Custodians with its plow. The force sent them tumbling, leaving Hayden laying stunned on the floor.

      “Wooooo!” Tiger cried out before seeing the other Custodians taking aim at him from across the warehouse. He ducked beneath the dashboard as both slugs and stun rounds smashed through the windshield.

      On his feet by then, Hayden charged them, hitting the booster pads again to send the Wolverine vaulting fifty feet across the room. He came down in the middle of the Custodian unit, kicking and punching with his remaining arm. The Custodians went down in a hurry, tossed into the walls and nearby shelving units by the mech’s powerful hits.

      Apparently, the Custodians had had enough, flashes of their movements on the roof visible through the broken skylight as they retreated to the lines dangling from the aircraft hanging high overhead. The conscious fighters on the ground put up their hands in a show of surrender.

      “Sheriff,” Bennett said, his voice coming from the speakers on one of the exosuits. “Hayden. Please. Let’s talk about this.”

      Hayden removed his left hand from its glove to tap the canopy release button. “Now you want to talk?” he replied. “Now that you’ve lost.”

      “I understand you’re angry,” Bennett said. “I’m sorry, Hayden. I told you back at the farmhouse that it wasn’t personal, and it isn’t. I’m doing what needs to be done for the good of humankind.”

      “Don’t you mean for Grimmel’s good?”

      “No. We’ve had this discussion before. There’s no need to rehash it. Just stop resisting, and we can deal with Natalia together.”

      “Forget it. She’s my responsibility. I’ll take care of her.”

      “Grimmel wants her, Hayden. You know that. But if we bring her in together, once he has what he wants from her, you can have the rest. Maybe once the protoplasm is out of her, she’ll remember you the way she used to. Maybe she’ll love you again. Wouldn’t that be worth it?”

      The thought sent a chill down Hayden’s spine. He wanted that more than anything, but at what cost? “To help Grimmel try again to make a Relyeh overlord? No. He shook his head. She’d never want that.”

      Bennett sighed. “Isn’t there anything I can do to convince you? I don’t want to be your enemy, Hayden.”

      “We both knew it would come to this,” Hayden said. “You came for me. You failed. If you intend to beat me to Natalia, you’ll need to figure out another way.”

      “There is no other way. I’ve got a deadline, Hayden. Six days to bring Natalia to Grimmel, or he shuts me down. My life is worth more to me than your not-wife. The question is, how much is Bonnie’s life worth to you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 18

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Where are you, Bennett?” Hayden growled. “You already know what kind of reckoning you’re in for if you hurt Bonnie.”

      “I do,” Bennett replied. “But that’s the trouble with this whole mess, Sheriff. A reckoning with you is still a better option than Grimmel cutting me off like a damn light switch.”

      “How can he do that? Centurion clones can’t be turned off.”

      “I’ve never been to Proxima. I was grown here on Earth. Grimmel made some changes. And here we are.”

      “Here we are,” Hayden agreed. He didn’t hate Bennett before. He disliked him even less now. If Bennett was telling the truth, then he couldn’t say Natalia’s actions weren’t her fault and at the same time blame the Custodian clone for his.

      “I don’t want to hurt Bonnie,” Bennett continued. “But I need you to come with me. I need you to help me find Natalia and capture her. We’ll bring her to Grimmel, he’ll extract the protoplasm, and then we’ll see what happens.”

      “She might die.”

      “She might,” Bennett confirmed. “There’s something more to this you may not have considered, Hayden. If an Axon cloned her, using an upload of her memories, that means the digitized version of those memories, of Natalia, your Natalia, still exists. Even if this copy is corrupted, there’s still a chance to make another.”

      The statement hammered Hayden like a kick from a Goliath. He froze in place, considering the possibility.

      “That’s right, Sheriff. This Natalia isn’t the first, and she doesn’t have to be the last. You can help me bring her in, and maybe get your wife back out of the deal. And I won’t have to do anything drastic with Bonnie.”

      “Are you at Doc Hidalgo’s house, Bennett? Or just your goons?” Hayden asked.

      “I always do the dirty work myself,” he replied. “I’m with Bonnie. Are you coming to negotiate, or are you coming to fight?”

      Hayden pulled his other hand out of the control sleeve and undid the harness. “Negotiate,” he replied. “I’ll see you soon.”

      “It’s always a pleasure, Hayden. Bennett out.”

      The comm line clicked closed. The Custodian in the exosuit remained static for a moment, no doubt receiving new orders. He nodded to Hayden before walking toward the warehouse side door, joined on the exodus by the rest of Bennett’s remaining assault force. They gathered the unconscious on the way, leaving the dead behind.

      They were still clearing out when Tiger rose from the floorboards of his car and jumped out. Hayden exited the Wolverine as Lyla approached him, still unsteady from the stunner rounds that had hit her.

      “Sheriff…” She trailed off, unsure how to respond to what had just taken place.

      “That was intense!” Tiger remarked, rushing over to him. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

      “It happens to me too often,” Hayden replied, glancing at the kid before looking back at Lyla. “I’m sorry about all of this. I didn’t expect the Custodians to have a bead on me so soon. The ones who attacked Bonnie and Sawyer must have had a chance to phone home before I got to them.”

      “Who was the man on the comms?” Lyla asked.

      “Noah Bennett. A clone. He’s with the Custodians. When you said you had a Centurion radio, I assumed you meant Marines, not them.”

      “Who are they?”

      “They work for a man named Grimmel. Maybe Aaron Grimmel, or maybe a descendant. I really don’t know, and Bennett wouldn’t tell me. The original Grimmel provided a lot of the tech that got the generation ships off the ground, but he stayed behind when they left. Ultimately, he came to the conclusion that the best way to free Earth from the Hunger, and keep it free, would be to engineer a Relyeh Ancient that would claim the planet as its own. That in turn would give it dominion over the trife, but since it had ties to humankind it would limit the suffering as much as it could. Or something like that. It was a dumb idea doomed to failure, one that hurt a lot of people along the way.”

      “It doesn’t sound completely dumb,” Tiger said. “I mean, if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em, right?”

      “I suppose that’s the conclusion Grimmel came to as well. But over two hundred years later, he’s got nothing to show for it. The false Ancient that Grimmel Corporation managed to produce wanted nothing to do with Earth. He just wanted a ship so he could get the hell out of here. Seems Earth is too small and weak to be worth much these days.” Hayden shrugged. “Anyway, Bennett’s holding Bonnie hostage, and I believe he will use her against me if I refuse to help him. I promised her father I would keep her safe, and I fulfill my promises.” He looked at Lyla. “She’ll still need a replacement.”

      “You just got my workshop shot to hell, and you still want me to help you?” Lyla said.

      “Neg. I want you to help Bonnie. She’s innocent in all of this. And I can pay whatever it costs.”

      “I don’t need notes, Sheriff. I have more than enough.”

      “What else can I offer you?”

      “I wouldn’t mind a look at that Axon friend of yours,” she replied. “Maybe see what makes it tick.”

      “Max isn’t my possession.” He paused. “He’s a sentient being, and my friend.”

      “Jubilation!” Max shouted, his voice echoing across the warehouse as he entered through the smashed garage door, sans Zorro. “Admission. The Sheriff believes I am his friend. Hahahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Incredible,” Lyla breathed, instantly taken with the Intellect as he made his way toward them.

      “Consideration. This structure requires sanitation. It is a mess.”

      “Where have you been?” Hayden asked. “You missed all the action. I could have used your help.”

      “Lamentation.” He stood in front of Hayden, looking as if he’d hooked his thumbs in nonexistent hip pockets. A pose Hayden realized he assumed quite often. “I did not immediately register the gunfire,” Max went on. “I will run diagnostics to confirm it is not a system error. Question. What is the nature of this disturbance?”

      “Some outlaw named Bennett,” Tiger said. “He’s holding Bonnie hostage. Which means he’s got Doc Hidalgo, Darcy, Walter, and the rest of my crew, too.”

      “Infuriation,” Max rumbled. “Sheriff, I require the immediate destruction of outlaw Bennett. Hahahaha. Haha. Ha.”

      “Hold on there, pardner,” Hayden replied. “I’m going back to Hidalgo’s place, but not to fight. To negotiate.”

      “Negotiation? Confusion. The Sheriff does not negotiate with outlaws.”

      “It’s more complicated than that. Trust me.”

      Max’s voice cooled. “Affirmation. I trust the Sheriff.”

      “Max, this is Lyla,” Hayden said. “She’s a borger. She’s going to help give Bonnie a new foot.”

      “Salutation. I am Max.” He put out his hand. Lyla took it, keeping hold of it and moving her fingers along its surface to feel his inorganic skin.

      “Max, your technology amazes me.”

      “Embarrassment. Gratitude. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Lyla said she’ll help Bonnie if she can examine your wiring.”

      “Correction. I do not contain wiring. My structure is a crystalline base submerged in an electrochemically charged moldable gel substrate, powered by an Axon solid state battery. Examination is impossible without an advanced electron microscope.”

      Lyla looked momentarily disappointed. Then she shrugged. “Well, maybe you can describe your inner workings, just with more detail.”

      “Affirmation. If it will help Bonnie, I will do it. But Bonnie requires assistance first.”

      “Okay, but do you give me your word you’ll pay me back?”

      “Confirmation. I am a good Deputy. My word is my bond.”

      “Tiger, is your modbox still driveable?” Hayden asked.

      “Yeah, Sheriff. Battleship’s not getting sunk that easily. I’ll need to replace the front glass, but that’s minor.”

      “Good. Let’s get back to Doc Hidalgo’s.”

      Tiger smiled. “Do you mind if I grab a few of those guns first?”

      The grenade the drone dropped had knocked over the pegboard and scattered the rifles on the floor. Even so, the moment Tiger leaned in the direction of the scattered weapons, the Butcher that had pinned down the Custodians near the door straightened and turned toward him, ready to defend Lyla’s property.

      Tiger’s face fell. “Uh. Nevermind. I’m good.” He pointed to the car. “Everybody hop in; let’s get this show on the road.”
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      A group of Custodians had Doc Hidalgo’s house surrounded when Hayden arrived with Max, Tiger and Lyla. Positioned along the perimeter and on the rooftops and dressed in Centurion combat armor, he could tell from the crispness of their posturing that they were all clones, not human trainees like the group Bennett sent to the warehouse.

      He could imagine how the whole scene had gone down. The aerial surveillance that had tracked him to the home, only to see Tiger and someone in a cowboy hat leave before they could plan their ingress. The groups had split up, with Bennett and his team entering the house and the rest of the Custodians taking the warehouse. Hayden wondered if things might have gone better if he’d stayed with Bonnie.

      Probably not.

      This group of Custodians was better armed than the last one Bennett commanded, proof of how important Natalia was to Grimmel and how desperate they were to find her. He counted nine Centurion clones outside. Men and women bred from the DNA of the best soldiers the war against the trife had produced. Although they had missed cloning the best of the best, Caleb Card.

      Six rifles were trained on Battleship as Tiger rolled it to a stop. One of the Custodians approached the car, his face all too familiar to Hayden.

      “How many Stackers did Grimmel make?” he asked the large, muscular clone.

      “More than you can count on your fingers, Sheriff,” the Stacker answered. “The Colonel’s waiting for you in the library.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden said, vaulting over the passenger side door. “Lyla, Max, let’s go.”

      “What about me, Sheriff?” Tiger asked.

      “It’s safer for you out here,” Hayden replied.

      Tiger quickly scanned the Custodian clones. “Are you sure about that?”

      “Just you, Duke,” the Stacker said. “The rest of your companions stay out here.”

      “Negation. Refusal. I require entry with the Sheriff,” Max said. He had activated a hologram of someone he must have scanned at the stables, hiding his Axon nature. His speech pattern would give it away to anyone who recognized it, but this Stacker wasn’t one of them.

      Stacker swung his rifle toward Max, his eyes still on Hayden. “Just you, Duke,” he repeated, the timbre of his voice brooking no argument.

      “I need Lyla,” Hayden said. “She’s a borger. She came to install a replacement leg on Bonnie. If she doesn’t come, I don’t go in.”

      “You’d let the girl die over it?” One of the other Custodians said, coming up behind Stacker. A woman, but Hayden didn’t recognize the model.

      “How do you think that girl will feel if she wakes up with half her leg missing?” Hayden answered, his tone just as stubbornly set as Stacker’s had been. “Bennett wants my cooperation. I’m cooperating. But it’s a give and take deal. Or no deal. I’ll fight you right here.”

      “Standby,” the woman said, turning away. Hayden could hear her speaking softly into her comms, asking Bennett what she should do. She turned back to him. “Fine, you can bring the Borger. Your servant, or whatever he is to you, stays here.”

      “Vituperation,” Max complained. “I am no servant. I am Max. I am–”

      “Max, wait out here with Tiger,” Hayden said.

      “Pozz,” Max agreed, backing down.

      Hayden helped Lyla out of the car. Max tried to hand her the bag with her gear in it, but Stacker intercepted it. “Hold on, I need to check it.”

      “Do you really think the contents of that bag are the most dangerous things here?” Lyla asked, her scorn apparent in both her voice and expression.

      Stacker glared while holding the bag out to her. She swiped it from him, following Hayden as he made his way into the house.

      Another Custodian stood in the large foyer, standing guard over Tiger’s friends. They were all sitting on the floor against the back wall, hands either behind their heads or under their thighs. They glanced at Hayden when he entered, their eyes pleading with him to help them.

      “Sheriff!” Bonnie cried from the library. Hayden turned his attention her way, the open sliding doors allowing him to see she remained seated on the settee. Bennett occupied the large leather chair behind the reading desk, surprising Hayden with his casual posture.

      He led Lyla into the library, pausing just over the threshold. “I’m here, Noah. Let’s work this out like civilized folk, and leave these people to go on with their lives.”

      “Close the door for me, will you?” Bennett requested, eyes on Lyla.

      “You’ve got a whole army of slaves outside,” she replied. “Why don’t you ask one of them to do it?”

      “Because I’m asking you,” he said with a smile. “Please?”

      She snorted disdainfully, but closed the sliding twin doors.

      Bennett stood up, circling the desk. “It’s good to see you again, Hayden,” he said, going in for a manly embrace.

      Hayden put up his hand, holding him back. “What is this, Bennett?”

      “Bennett?” Bonnie said before the colonel could respond. “You said Bennett was your friend. And that he’s dead.”

      “That Bennett is dead,” Hayden replied. “This one’s an inferior copy.”

      “Hayden, that’s hardly fair,” Bennett said. “I saved your life.”

      “Because you needed me to kill Idhra.”

      “I still saved you. And I consider us friends. At least, as close to friends as I can be with anyone.” He lowered his voice. “You know I wouldn’t have hurt the girl, don’t you?”

      “No, I don’t know that. You say you have no choices except to do as Grimmel tells you or die. And you were pretty clear that you weren’t ready to die.”

      “I was hoping maybe you could help me come up with a third option,” Bennett said. “And I needed you here to do that.”

      “You’ve already said you won’t or can’t turn against your master. I don’t see how that leaves us another option.”

      “Are you giving up on me already?”

      “I don’t reckon we have much time to figure something out.”

      “I can keep my people calm until your girl gets out of surgery. That gives us a little bit of leeway.”

      “Just a second,” Lyla said. “I heard you over one of your radios. You ordered your hit squad to kill the Sheriff’s two companions, and take the Sheriff alive.” She looked at Hayden. “That doesn’t sound like a man who’s turned over a new leaf to me.”

      “I apologize for the potential collateral damage,” Bennett answered. “But try to understand, I’m up against the wall here. The Custodians surrounding this building are under my command, but only for as long as I’m in line with the mission parameters. And I’m not allowed to take action against them either. It’s a tricky situation for me.”

      “And somehow I’m supposed to know how to get you out of it?” Hayden asked.

      “Maybe the only way is the way I already proposed. I trade you for the girl, and you help me bring Natalia to Grimmel. But it’s worth considering, isn’t it?”

      “We should have considered the problem back at Ellie’s farm. We would have had more time, and less pressure.”

      “To be honest, I wasn’t thinking about defecting back then.”

      “So what changed?”

      “Grimmel’s ultimatum. He didn’t just threaten me. He threatened my entire team. If we don’t bring Natalia in, we all die. Do you have any idea what it’s like to live under that kind of coercion? To know that once Grimmel issues an ultimatum, more will follow.”

      “What would happen if you tried to shoot one of your own?” Lyla asked.

      “That’s the thing. I can’t shoot one of my own. As soon as I have a violent thought against them, my body shuts down. And if I don’t clear my thoughts quickly enough, the whole episode will be plain as day for everyone to see. They’ll know I considered injuring them.”

      “There must be a microchip or similar hardware of some kind inside you,” Lyla said. “An implant in your brain, blocking specific signals, for example.”

      “I don’t think that’s it. I’ve run enough scans on myself to know it goes deeper than that. Maybe all the way down to my DNA.”

      “If that’s true, there’s nothing we can do for you. As far as I know, we Earthers don’t have the tools or the technology to edit DNA.”

      Bennett nodded. “No, you don’t. But I know someone who does.”

      “Grimmel?” Hayden guessed.

      “He used a process to change my base operating instructions. Who’s to say we can’t change it back?”

      “It may not be reversible,” Lyla said. “I’m not an expert on genetics. Far from it. But logically speaking, building a clone body from nothing seems more straightforward than altering an existing clone body.”

      “I’ve seen this kind of programming before,” Hayden offered. “James Stacker, the Iron General. Tinker made him and prohibited him from turning against his creator. He never found a way out of it, though it’s not clear he ever really wanted to escape Tinker.”

      Bennett sighed. “If that’s the case…” He looked at Hayden again. “That leaves us with the same two options we started with. I’m sorry, Hayden.”

      “Pozz. So am I.”

      A knock on the door interrupted the moment. Lyla raised a questioning eyebrow at Hayden, who nodded. She opened the door, revealing Doc Hidalgo.

      “I’m finished with Walter,” he said, offering Bennett a dark glare. “Darcy’s moving him to post-op. He’ll be asleep for another hour or two. He’s damn lucky. Your friend missed every major organ and artery by centimeters.”

      “I don’t think it was luck,” Hayden said.

      “Are you ready for me?” Bonnie asked.

      Hidalgo nodded. “We’re ready to start prepping you. Darcy will be here in a moment with a gurney.” He looked at Bennett again. “Did you get what you wanted?”

      Bennett nodded. “I’m about to.”

      “Good. I want you the hell out of my house.” Hayden was surprised by Hidalgo’s gruffness. Any other Custodian he had met would have already shot the doctor in the head. He was too used to his talents keeping him safe. “Lyla, he convinced you to come?” Hidalgo asked, turning to the borger.

      “Having half your place blown up is pretty convincing,” she replied.

      “Doc, I have a question,” Hayden said. “How much do you know about DNA and genetic manipulation?”

      He pointed to the shelves. “I have a few books, but what good is any of that these days?”

      “Have you read them?”

      “I’ve read everything in here.”

      Hayden heard the casters of the gurney rolling into the foyer, so he cut off his line of questioning, leaving the room silent as Darcy reached the doors.

      “I’m here for the patient,” she said, obviously nervous about the Custodians. She risked a glance at Bennett before quickly looking away. “Bonnie, I’ll help you get changed and ready for surgery.”

      “Sheriff, I’m scared,” Bonnie mewled.

      “I’ve had surgery before,” Hayden replied. “I was scared too. But it all worked out okay. Better than okay. It will for you, too. You have my word.”

      “No pressure, huh?” Lyla said.

      Darcy rolled the gurney across the library. Hayden leaned past Lyla and closed the doors. “Doc, is it possible for someone’s genes to be altered in such a way that they wouldn’t be able to carry out violence toward a specific person or group of people?”

      “Considering the things I’ve already seen and read about, I refuse to say anything is impossible. Improbable, maybe. From my understanding, I don’t know how it would be done at a DNA-based genetic level. That’s not to say it can’t be done, but it seems inefficient to me. What would be more appropriate to do what you say, in my estimation, would be pheromones.”

      Hayden froze. “Pheromones,” he repeated. “Like the Hunger. I’m a damn fool for not thinking of that.”

      “The Hunger?” Hidalgo said.

      “Also known as the Relyeh. The aliens who sent the trife. They feed on pheromones produced during the fear response.” He looked at Bennett. “It makes sense that Grimmel would understand the nature of pheromones and how to use them for control.”

      “Yeah, it does,” Bennett agreed. “How do you defeat them, Doc?”

      Hidalgo shook his head. “You can’t. Your body produces them naturally.”

      “It’s a chemical trigger, though,” Lyla said. “Which means there has to be a way to defeat it.”

      “Change the chemical reaction, I would imagine,” Darcy said as she helped Bonnie onto the gurney. “Or overwhelm the atmosphere with something else so the chemicals become diffused or can’t be received. I’ve read all the books in here, too.”

      “Bennett, can you think of Grimmel right now?” Hayden asked. “Think about shooting him in the head.”

      “I’ve done that plenty of times, but I’ve never actually met Grimmel. General Syl was the first person I interacted with after I woke up. Thinking about killing him now is fine. But I’ve been face to face with him and wanted to punch him so badly I locked up completely.”

      “Pheromones,” Darcy repeated, nodding her head. “I’m sure of it.”

      “I bet if you could get this Syl out in the open, you could put a round in his skull with a sniper rifle,” Hayden said.

      “Colonel!” One of the Custodians outside the door knocked on it. Lyla slid it open.

      “What is it, Dina?” Bennett asked.

      The woman glanced around the room. A suspicious expression crossed her face before vanishing. “General Syl is requesting a sitrep.”

      “Then give it to him.”

      “Sorry, sir. He wants it directly from you.”

      Bennett nodded. “The doctors and the borger are going to take Bonnie in for surgery. The Sheriff agreed to come with us peacefully as long as we don’t hurt any of the civilians. Stay here and keep an eye on him.”

      Dina looked at Hayden, becoming unnerved at the idea of being alone with him. “Just me, Colonel?”

      “I’m not going to put up a fight, ma’am,” Hayden said. “Colonel Bennett and I have a deal, and I’m a man of my word.” He said it even though they hadn’t actually reached an agreement. If Darcy was right about pheromones, maybe there was something he could do to help Bennett. But he needed more time. Besides, Bennett had picked up an aircraft somewhere. They could use it to catch up to Natalia right quick. “Although I do have one amendment.”

      Bennett’s eyes became wary as he looked at Hayden. “What is it?”

      “My traveling companion, Max, comes with me.”

      “That’s all?”

      “Pozz.”

      “Dina, have Klein escort Max into the house.”

      “Yes, sir,” she replied.

      Bennett turned to Bonnie. “I hope everything goes well for you, kid. I’m sorry you got dragged into this mess. But I’m sure you’ll be just fine.”

      “Thank you, Colonel Bennett,” Bonnie replied. “Sheriff Duke, will I see you again?”

      “Pozz. Tiger will return you to your folks. He’ll make good time in his modbox. But Zorro’s stabled here, which means I have to come back for him. I’ll be sure to find you after I get him, to see how you are.”

      Darcy wheeled Bonnie toward the door, stopping beside Hayden. He leaned over as Bonnie lifted her arms. “You’re a brave girl, Bonnie,” he said, wrapping her in a tender hug. “You’ll be fine.”

      “Thank you for helping me, Sheriff.”

      “You’re welcome.” Hayden stood back, and Darcy wheeled her away.

      “I’ll see that Tiger gets her back to her family,” Lyla said. “Remember, you owe me.”

      “Pozz. Double for helping Bonnie.”

      “Until then,” she said, squeezing his bicep.

      “Good riddance,” Hidalgo said, winking at Hayden before leaving with the borger.

      Bennett walked out behind them without another word. Just like that, he was alone in the library with Dina, who promptly pointed her rifle at him.

      “I said I’m not going to put up a fight,” he pointed out.

      “I’d have to be an idiot to let my guard down around you, Sheriff,” Dina replied. “Go sit.” She motioned to the desk chair.

      “Suit yourself,” Hayden replied, walking over to it and taking a seat. He leaned back in the chair, put his feet up on the desk, and lowered his hat over his face.

      “What are you doing?” Dina asked.

      “I’m not leaving until Bonnie’s out of surgery. Just to make sure she’s okay. That was part of the deal. So, I’m going to take a nap. You’re welcome to stand there with your rifle pointed at me the whole time if you want. It doesn’t bother me any, but I reckon your arms’ll get plenty tired.”

      He closed his eyes and dozed off.
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      “Mama, I’m tired,” Ginny said, resting her head against Natalia’s back. “Isn’t there somewhere we can stop and rest? Where are we going, anyway?”

      Natalia glanced back over her shoulder at Ginny. After stealing a horse from the stable in Harrold, they’d been riding north for nearly ten hours. The snowfall had buried all signs of the roads among the open plains and overgrown fields that had once been farmland. Some of it was still devoted to farming.

      They had passed a lone farm a half hour earlier, a light wisp of smoke pouring out of the chimney, proving that someone lived there. Ginny had asked if they could stop then, too. She wanted to go inside and get warm, even if that meant killing the current owners. Natalia didn’t know what had gotten into her. She had always been feisty and quick to take action, but her bloodlust, her hunger, seemed insatiable. Natalia knew that anyone existing out here in the wilds had no one but themselves to defend their families, their land, their crops and cattle. No matter how chilled she and Ginny were, these folks were best left alone.

      “We’ll stop when we reach the next settlement,” Natalia replied. “We’re going north.”

      “I can see we’re going north,” Ginny said. “But why?”

      “That’s where my path is taking us.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “It’s the only answer you’re going to get.”

      “I’m so cold.”

      “I know, baby. We’ll reach a settlement soon. I can see buildings up ahead.”

      “Really?” Ginny lifted her head, using Natalia’s shoulders to pull herself up in the saddle enough to see over her. “Where?”

      Natalia pointed to a lone large, flat building, probably still two kilometers away. “That looks like an aircraft hangar,” she said. “There’s an airport up yonder.”

      “I bet it’s abandoned,” Ginny said. “We need people, Mama. Civilization. A nice warm bed. A fireplace. Hot cocoa with whiskey in it.”

      “Who ever gave you hot cocoa with whiskey?” Natalia asked.

      “Dixon. Just a little in the cup. He said it helps the cocoa warm your belly better.”

      “We were only in Harrold for one night. When did he have time for that?”

      Ginny shrugged. “I don’t know. I want a new gun, too. You promised me a new gun.”

      “Stop your whining, Ginny. It’s wearing on me.” She exhaled when Ginny fell silent. At least the girl still listened some of the time. “Anyway, an airport means there’s most likely a settlement nearby. A bigger one than usual. As long as the residents are friendly, unlike in Harrold, we’ll have nice warm beds to sleep in tonight.”

      “That sounds perfect to me,” Ginny said.

      Keeping a steady pace, they continued north, covering the two klicks to the airport in short order. A partially collapsed chain-link fence ringed the small airfield. Natalia guided their horse over a downed section of it. The doors to the large tin hangar were flung wide open, its contents emptied a long time ago, but as she guided the horse around it, she saw the rusted remains of a small biplane sitting inside one of a handful of smaller open-air hangars behind the large one. It had obviously been exposed to the elements for far too long to be serviceable, its tires flattened by dry rot and one of its lower wings collapsed on the hangar floor. There was no sign of occupation, recent or otherwise, except for vermin.

      As they continued past all the structures on the property, Natalia continued to head north. “See,” she said, directing Ginny’s attention into the distance where a number of rusty silos jutted upward from the otherwise flat landscape. “There are more buildings up ahead. I’m sure we’ll find somewhere to get out of the cold there.”

      “I hope so,” the girl replied.

      It didn’t take long to reach the silos, which at first seemed to sit alone in the middle of nowhere, but then Natalia caught sight of another set of silos further north, these with a series of buildings surrounding them that looked like warehouses. Ginny didn’t complain about the additional traveling as they forged ahead to the first warehouse. A couple dozen rusted and weathered trucks were scattered around the place, and there remained no signs of occupation anywhere. No smoke from a fire. Just the rusty rails and rotten timbers of a train track that was mostly covered in snow.

      Considering the cold, if there were any people nearby, they would have lit some kind of fire by now. Unless they had managed to get their hands on a Centurion power supply. The thought carried her memories back to Sanisco. To Hayden’s dealings with Proxima and General Haeri. The general had always claimed he was doing everything he could to get more aid for the humans they had abandoned on Earth. So little of it had ever come, she never believed the Centurion government was serious about helping.

      The trife were four years gone now. So why hadn’t she ever seen evidence of an increase in aid? An increase in contact and communications? There was no reason anymore for Proxima to remain so separate from Earth. To her, it proved the trife were just an excuse. Proxima was safe from the Hunger, at least for now. The Relyeh knew the planet existed, but had yet to discover its location.

      “We can change that,” Ginny said, as if she could hear Natalia’s thoughts.

      “We could,” Natalia agreed. “We know where they are.”

      “They’d only be getting what they have coming to them,” Ginny continued. “They had their chance here. I bet even Papa would agree with that.”

      Natalia’s head whipped around, eyes narrowing, her reaction violent enough that Ginny flinched and pulled away, nearly falling off the back of the horse in the process. “Don’t you mention your papa to me, Ginny. Do you hear?”

      “Yes, Mama. I’m s…sorry.”

      Natalia looked forward again. Ginny was wrong. Hayden would never agree with that sentiment. He valued humankind too much to think that any of them should die. It seemed crazy to her. What had the Centurions ever done for them? Nothing, that’s what.

      A few more minutes brought them past a series of scattered houses sitting in overgrown fields covered by lumpy snow drifts. One of the houses looked to have been used as source material for a fire or for repairing another building somewhere else, though the amount of rot on the once hatched edges suggested that had occurred years ago. While Natalia had hoped the town would offer comfort for the night, every outer indication showed it to be abandoned to the elements.

      “I want hot cocoa,” Ginny complained again.

      “You’re not getting hot cocoa.”

      “You said there would be a settlement soon.”

      “Well, maybe I was wrong. I am wrong sometimes, you know.”

      “But I’m cold.”

      “One more complaint from you, and I’ll leave you here to freeze to death. I don’t need your constant lip.”

      Ginny quieted down. Natalia guided the horse into the original settlement, where streets lined with loosely packed houses gave way to a small commercial area lined with storefronts and the husks of old cars. One of the buildings had the wood boards torn off the doorway. It was the only evidence she had seen that anyone had returned to the town after the initial trife invasion. Towns like this one had been too small and remote to garner much help from the military back then. And the lack of hiding places hadn’t boded well for the residents.

      There was no telling how long ago the door had been uncovered, at least not from the outside. More than a day, as the snowfall had spilled into the opening. A week? A year? A century? The building looked okay from this side, but it wasn’t uncommon for the roof to have rotted away and collapsed, the elements eating away at the structures from the inside out.

      “Should we go look?” Ginny asked, motioning to the door.

      “How is it that you keep acting like you can read my mind?” Natalia finally asked.

      “What do you mean?” Ginny replied. “I’m just answering you when you talk to me.”

      “I didn’t say any of that out loud.”

      “Maybe you don’t need to.”

      Natalia was confused by the statement. She reached up and rubbed at her temple in response to the light pressure she felt there. She’d struggled with her short term memories from the moment she became self-aware on the Axon starship. It seemed to be getting worse.

      “We should find somewhere to hole up for the night,” she decided. “Maybe through that door.”

      “Why in there when there’s so many houses around? They probably have fireplaces and beds to sleep in. You aren’t thinking straight, Mama.”

      “Maybe you’re right. Why don’t you decide where we should go next?”

      “I like that idea.”

      “Natalia Duke!”

      The shout pulled Natalia’s eyes forward, to the front edge of the town. A woman stood there, in light Centurion combat armor, her helmet off so Natalia could see her face. She knew the woman. One of Hayden’s gang from the Arches. Did that mean Hayden was nearby? She glanced around, but didn’t notice anyone else nearby. Still, there was no way this woman was coming out of hiding if she wasn’t a distraction for an ambush. The only question was, what kind of ambush?

      “I’m here alone,” the woman said.

      She didn’t look to be armed, either. Was she crazy, or stupid to reveal herself like this?

      “I know you,” Natalia said. “You rode with Hayden. What are you doing here?”

      “I came to help you.”

      “I don’t need your help.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “How did you find me?”

      “I saw a thick plume of smoke. A big fire in a small settlement. It doesn’t happen often, especially right after a snowstorm. I watched and waited, and saw you ride out.”

      “I take it you have a satellite,” Natalia guessed. “I knew right away you were from Proxima. I didn’t realize you were still working with them.” She paused. “You saw me riding out and got here long enough ahead of me to lie in wait and cover any evidence of displaced snow. But I didn’t see or hear anything flying overhead.” She cocked her head, realization dawning. “You have a starship.”

      Reva smiled. “I do. Idhra wanted a starship. I know part of the Relyeh is in you. Do you still want off Earth?”

      Natalia shook her head. “I’m not Idhra. I’m Natalia Duke. Hayden destroyed Idhra back at the Arches. I don’t need a starship.”

      “Mama, it’s warm in a starship,” Ginny whispered.

      “He destroyed most of Idhra,” Reva corrected. “Not all. You’re carrying some of the protoplasm. As long as it exists, Idhra can reestablish itself.”

      “I control the protoplasm, not the other way around.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Who’s the girl?”

      “My daughter, Ginny.”

      “Your daughter is dead, Natalia. Who is she really?”

      “Why are you talking to her?” Ginny said. “We should just kill her and take her ship.”

      “We don’t know where her ship is,” Natalia whispered back. “Be patient.” She looked back at Reva. “This is my daughter, Ginny. She’s obviously not dead. She’s been with me since I…” she trailed off. She had come to Earth with the new Hayden. She didn’t remember Ginny being there. “Since…”

      “Since when?” Reva pushed.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Natalia snapped, the pressure on her temples increasing. “She’s here with me now. I don’t want or need your help. I don’t want your ship.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “We want to kill Sheriff Hayden Duke,” Ginny shouted.

      “Ginny, shush up,” Natalia hissed.

      “Do you? Because you’re going the wrong way. Hayden’s southeast of here. He’s not even looking for you. Did you know that? If he was, he would have found you already, just like I did. He doesn’t care about you.”

      Natalia’s heart clenched. He didn’t care? That was impossible.

      “Mama, if you had let me keep the gun I could have shot her already.”

      “She’s too far away for buckshot, especially in that armor.”

      “What do you really want, Natalia?” Reva asked. “Where are you going?”

      “I want…” She paused. “I’m going north, to where they made Idhra. To find Grimmel and kill him.”

      “I want to kill Grimmel too. Maybe we can work together.”

      “You can’t trust her, Mama,” Ginny said.

      “I know that,” Natalia snapped. “If you want Grimmel dead, I’ll take care of that for you. Go back to wherever you came from. I don’t want more trouble with you. I don’t want trouble with anyone. Just let me be, and I’ll let you be. Seems fair, don’tcha think?”

      “It does seem fair. But there’s one small problem. That girl with you isn’t your daughter, and you don’t seem to know it. My guess is that Idhra’s protoplasm is controlling her. The same way it’s controlling you.”

      “No. I’m in charge,” Natalia insisted. “It’s in me, but it bends to my will.”

      “And that girl is definitely your deceased daughter?”

      Natalia glanced back at Ginny over her shoulder. Ginny smiled back at her and nodded. The pressure on her temples increased. “You’re right, Ginny. I said I would let you decide where to go next. If you want the starship, then we’ll get the starship.”

      “Thank you for trusting me, Mama.”

      Natalia looked back at Reva. The other woman’s eyes narrowed slightly in response, able to make out the color change behind Natalia’s eyes. “I decided I want your ship after all,” Natalia said. She reached out with her mind, pinning Reva where she stood. She immediately started squirming, trying to break free.

      “Natalia, wait!” Reva cried. “I told you, I came to help you. I’ll take you to my ship.”

      “But I don’t want your help,” Natalia replied. “Just the ship.”

      “Fine,” Reva said. “Have it your way.” She closed her eyes, relaxing her body. Without warning, she slipped out of Natalia’s telekinetic grip, hands reaching behind her, no doubt for a gun.

      “Damn it, I needed that shotgun!” Ginny screamed as Natalia reached for her weapon. Hayden must have taught the woman how to slip the hold.

      She was so focused on Reva, she didn’t notice the red dots of light that appeared in the snow on either side of the horse. She didn’t notice the stun rockets that followed the laser points from their launch position high above. She pulled her gun and aimed it toward the Centurion woman, squeezing off three rounds that hit her in the chest. Reva stumbled back, keeping Natalia’s attention as the rockets broke through the clouds.

      Natalia heard them and turned her head toward them. She dropped her gun and reached out with her hand to stop the projectiles’ approach.

      Too late.

      The rockets hit the snow on either side of them and detonated in a flash of light and energy.
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      A hand shaking one of his feet brought Hayden out of his light slumber. He tipped his hat back up off his face to see Bennett standing over him, the rifles of four smirking Custodians trained on him. Their amusement disappeared when they realized one of Hayden’s revolvers was pointed straight at Bennett and had been since the Colonel had jiggled his foot. Had he wanted he could have shot the Colonel before the rest of them could have reacted, and they obviously knew it.

      “It’s okay,” Bennett said, ignoring the pistol aimed his way. “Stand down.”

      “But, Colonel,” one of the Custodians said.

      “Stand down,” Bennett repeated. “The Sheriff and I have an agreement of sorts.”

      “You’re putting a lot of faith in a promise, Boss,” Dina said.

      “This isn’t some two-bit charlatan playing cards at a random saloon in the middle of nowhere, Corporal. There’s no one on this planet whose word I trust more than the Sheriff’s.”

      “Thank you, Noah,” Hayden said, spinning his revolver neatly back into its holster. “I take it we’re moving out?”

      “Affirmation,” Max said from the settee beside him. “Bonnie’s surgery is complete. Lyla has installed the replacement. She is well.”

      “Great. What about Tiger and his crew?”

      “Long gone, Sheriff,” Bennett said. “He said he hopes to see you again.”

      “How are my odds on that?”

      Bennett smiled. “Pretty good, as long as you play along. I’ve got a chopper on its way to pick us up.”

      “A chopper?”

      “You didn’t think we were walking, did you?”

      “In case you’ve forgotten, I have a horse.”

      “Sorry, Hayden. Zorro’s fast, but even he’s too slow. We picked up Natalia’s trail at a small settlement about a hundred klicks from here. A chopper will have us there in less than an hour.”

      “Is there a reason to go rushing headlong into this?”

      “Yeah, our contact is an Organization plant. They’re the ones who spotted Natalia with overhead satellites, which means we’re already playing catch-up.”

      Hayden pulled his feet off the desk and hopped up. “Reva?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. She didn’t get any specific assignments out of the intel she gathered. But get this, General Haeri is here on Earth.”

      Hayden raised an eyebrow. “Really? This is verifiable intel?”

      “I trust my source,” Bennett said. “He’s headed to New Eden.”

      “To visit Stacker,” Hayden surmised. “To keep him from getting involved, or to convince him to get involved?”

      “Maybe he was just looking for a safe place to lay low while he’s here, managing the hunt for Natalia.”

      “They’re more desperate than I expected,” Hayden said, locking eyes with Bennett. “Why?”

      “How would I know?” Bennett replied.

      “Don’t play games with me, Noah. If you expect me to help, I need all the information.”

      “The longer it takes for us to destroy the protoplasm, the stronger it becomes. Natalia may have started off strong enough to resist its advances, but she won’t be able to resist it forever. Once the protoplasm overpowers her, she’ll be much more difficult to contain.”

      “Because it’ll want to spread and multiply,” Hayden guessed.

      “That’s right,” Bennett agreed. “Until it can recombine into Idhra number two, and we’re right back where we started.”

      “Have I mentioned what a fine job the Custodians did, following Grimmel’s genius plan to create an Earthly Relyeh Ancient?”

      “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, Sheriff,” Bennett said. “It makes you sound petty.” He turned to the other Custodians. “Let’s move out.”

      The team filed out into the fading light of day, followed by Hayden, Max, and Bennett. Hayden heard the whine of the chopper’s engines and the drubbing of its rotors before it appeared over the nearby rooftops. The old military model was in rough shape. Mismatched pieces of sheet metal in green, tan and silver patched its otherwise gray fuselage, and a feathering of dark smoke streamed out of the port engine, but whatever ailed it wasn’t apparently enough to ground it for repairs.

      The Custodians that had been inside with Bennett ran toward the helicopter as it descended, coming in so hard it gave the impression its skids might collapse when it landed. Instead, it suddenly pulled up near the ground, the rotors whipping up a cloud of snow as it touched cleanly down. The Custodians ducked low beneath the churning rotors to climb in the open side door. The other half of the twelve person squad remained behind, surrounding the house.

      “What’s that all about, Bennett?” Hayden said, pointing back at the squad they were leaving behind. “We had a deal.”

      “They’re not hanging back to kill the witnesses, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Bennett replied. “This little gunship can only carry so much weight at one time. The pilot will drop us and circle back for the rest of my unit.”

      “You didn’t have anything bigger available?” Hayden questioned him. “This seems like a big waste of fuel, which I reckon must be in short supply.”

      “You’re right. Gas is precious, but I had to take what I could get, and that little Huey is it. The Organization will cut Natalia down, no questions asked, to neutralize the threat of her protoplasm as quickly as possible, but if we can get to her first, she just might live.” He gave Hayden a hard stare. “If she cooperates. It’s your job to make sure she does.”

      Pensive, Hayden looked away, not at all certain he could talk this bitter, impassioned version of Nat down, but with Bennett’s help maybe he had a better chance now of saving her life. That is, if he could trust Bennett. He wasn’t all that sure he could.

      The chopper began to rise almost before Hayden was fully inside. Quickly finding a seat on the starboard side, he strapped in and exhaled a tense breath.

      “Not a fan of flying, Sheriff?” Dina shouted from her spot across from him, the rotor noise nearly drowning her out.

      “Neg. Not particularly.”

      “Have you been in an aircraft before?” the woman next to Dina asked.

      “Too many times,” he replied. “Even jumped out of a perfectly good one. I’ve ridden in starships, too. I prefer my feet either planted firmly on the ground or in the stirrups of a saddle.”

      “Hayden, I didn’t get a chance to ask you before,” Bennett said. “You ran into one of our teams at the Axon crash site. Only one of our people survived to call it in, so I assume you took care of the rest. Did you find anything of value there?”

      “Affirmation,” Max said. “The Sheriff fou—”

      “Nothing. I found nothing,” Hayden interrupted, quickly glaring at Max. “I peeled off the hatch. The interior was empty. If an Intellect flew in, it was already gone.”

      “And it could be anywhere by now,” Dina said.

      “What do you think it wants?” Stacker asked.

      “The Stacker on site was about to kill a couple kids,” Hayden charged, not missing his chance to make a point. “Bonnie was one of them.”

      “What do you want me to say, Hayden?” Bennett replied. “I’m only a spoke in the wheel.”

      “You’re the damn second-in-command. You have responsibility for your people.”

      “Every Stacker is a little different. We each have our own experiences to build on, and you know as well as anyone that some Stackers are unstable.”

      “I’m not unstable,” another Stacker with them said. “And I wouldn’t shoot kids.”

      “That’s why you’re on my squad,” Bennett said. “You can judge the makeup of a man by the company he keeps. Isn’t that right, Sheriff? And you like me.”

      Hayden smirked. “You got me there, Bennett. For a Stacker clone, you’re less of a monster than most.” He looked over at the second Stacker. “I suppose that goes for you, too.”

      “Coming from the Sheriff, I’ll take that as a compliment.” The man grinned.

      The helicopter gained speed but not much more altitude, staying low above the trees as it zipped due west. There was nothing but fields on either side of a tree-lined river, the snow making the landscape more beautiful from the air, leaving Hayden glad for the chance to see it. Though he would have preferred less tense circumstances.

      “What else do we know about the Organization’s involvement in this?” Hayden asked.

      “I like that you said we,” Bennett replied. “We know about as much as you do, based on the time you spent with Reva. I imagine we should assume she’s involved.”

      “If Haeri didn’t ship her back to Proxima,” Hayden said. “She gave me the Bloodhound to help me pick up Natalia’s scent. She tried to help me beat both the Custodians and the Organization to her.”

      “So why didn’t you?” Dina asked.

      Hayden looked at her, mouth working, but no good excuse coming out.

      “I get it,” one of the other members of Bennett’s group said. “Long-lost wife. Bad outcomes are likely. I would stay away as long as I could, too.”

      Hayden wanted to tell him it wasn’t like that, but in part, it was. He had convinced himself that the Axon starship was more important. “I’m not fooling myself that she may need to die,” he admitted. “But if that’s the case, I’m going to be the one to pull the trigger.” He looked at Bennett. “You hear me?”

      “I’m sure Grimmel won’t care if you’re the one who presses the button that starts the extraction process. Outside of that, we have no interest in killing her.”

      The group fell into an easy silence. Hayden found it hard to dislike any of them. They were soldiers following orders, and in Bennett’s case and likely the other’s too, unable to resist those orders. As the helicopter scooted above the landscape, he considered how he might be able to help the colonel and his group break the spell Grimmel had cast upon them. Max might have some ideas, if he could find a minute to run it by him.

      For now, the Intellect was content to sit beside Hayden, barely moving, barely blinking. Hayden could tell he was making Bennett’s crew uncomfortable with his unnatural posture. They snuck quick glances his way, before turning their eyes back to the deck. Unfortunately, there was nothing he could do about their discomfort or Max’s stilted mannerisms, at least at the moment.

      Hayden spotted the settlement twenty minutes later, first from small wisps of smoke rising into the path of the chopper and then the wall that had been erected around the village. The helicopter slowed its approach, and as they neared Hayden spotted men and women up on planks attached to the inside of the wall, rifles aimed at the aircraft. At least they were smart enough not to open fire. Or to bother leaving their front gates closed. The two huge pieces of fencing swung open as the helicopter touched down just outside it.

      “Completion. Arrival. I require an opportunity to stretch my legs. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      The Custodians all looked at Max. So did Hayden, but his eyes offered more of a warning.

      “I mean, I’m glad we’re here,” Max said in a Sheriff-like tone. “My legs were getting stiff.”

      “After thirty minutes?” Stacker said.

      “Don’t you usually ride a horse?” Dina asked.

      “It’s a joke,” Max insisted. “If you don’t get it, I can’t help you. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Max,” Hayden said.

      “Howdy, Sheriff,” Max replied.

      “Shut up.” Hayden winced after he said it, worried Max would remove his mouth from his face. Instead, he pressed his lips tight together.

      “Your Deputy’s an odd one,” Bennett said, shifting his attention back to the town ahead. “Looks like they’re rolling out the red carpet for us.” A trio of townspeople were coming their way, hands up and obviously unarmed. “Let’s go have a chat with them. The rest of you, stay here.”

      “But, my…” Max started to complain before silencing himself.

      Hayden jumped down out of the chopper behind Bennett, the rotors already slowing as they bent below the dipping blades and walked out to meet these townsfolk. Hayden had no doubt the Custodians would decimate the entire village if they tried anything.

      “Greetings,” the man at the head of the trio said. “I’m Doctor Edwardo Castro. This is Mary and Leon.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Mary said.

      “Ma’am,” Hayden replied, tipping his hat. “Sir.” He nodded to Leon. “Doctor. My name is Duke. Sheriff Hayden Duke.”

      “Oh, thank goodness,” Mary said, exhaling all of her tension in one breath.

      “This is my associate, Colonel Bennett,” Hayden continued. “We’re—”

      “You’re looking for the woman, I hope,” Castro interrupted. “One night with her in town was worse than any trife attack we ever suffered.”

      “The devil incarnate,” Leon agreed.

      Hayden’s stomach clenched to hear them talk about Natalia, even a fake Natalia, that way. “What happened?”

      “She showed up last night, came walking right up to the front gate in barely anything at all, her hands and feet frostbitten. From the way Deidre told it, she was pleasant as all get out. Friendly, warm, kind. She offered to help fix our broken water pump, and help bring running water back to the settlement. And she did. She went out to the pumping station with Dixon. Next thing you know, she’s back in her room at the inn, and Dixon’s missing.”

      Hayden glanced at Bennett, scanning his expression for clues of what the Custodian was thinking. Bennett’s eyes shifted his way. He had a bad feeling they were thinking the same thing.

      “Our town Sheriff, Beatrice Jackson, she went looking for Natalia to ask her some questions. Next thing you know, Natalia shot Beatrice and took poor Miri hostage. At least, that’s what we all thought. We all tried to stop her from leaving, but she and Miri attacked us. That woman was a crack shot. As perfect as you, Sheriff, I reckon.”

      “Did you say Miri attacked you?” Hayden said.

      “That’s right.”

      “Who is she?”

      “The innkeeper. Her folks died when she was eight, but that didn’t stop her from taking over the inn. Oh, Yu told me that Miri took an immediate liking to Natalia, and Natalia to her, but I never in a million years would have expected her to leave town with the woman. Or to murder her own like that. It’s like she was possessed.”

      Hayden looked at Bennett again. Like Idhra’s last primary human host, Ghoul, the girl obviously was possessed.

      “We all survived the trife, Sheriff,” Castro continued. “None of us have ever seen anything like that woman.”

      “That’s why we’re here,” Hayden said. “You’re right that we’re looking for her. I followed her north and west, but I was on horseback. Bennett here offered me a ride with his unit.”

      “Where did you get a flying machine?” Mary asked.

      “It’s from the days of the war,” Bennett said. “It took a lot of work to put it back together and get it to fly. Aircraft like it were pretty common back then.”

      “Wow.”

      “She is the devil, isn’t she?” Leon asked. “Or at least possessed by one.”

      “She is,” Hayden agreed. “Possessed, I mean. It’s making her do things she wouldn’t ordinarily do.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Pozz. I’m sure. She’s a kindhearted woman. The one who helped fix your water pump. But the thing inside her isn’t kind at all. And it’s getting more powerful by the minute. Do you know which way she went?”

      “She took a horse from the stables over yonder,” Mary said, pointing down the street behind her. “Went out the door headed west, but none of us cared much where she went after that. We were just glad she was gone.”

      Hayden turned to Bennett. “She could have gone anywhere after that.”

      “I know,” Bennett agreed. “Doctor, how many hours ago did all of this occur?”

      “About ten hours,” Castro answered.

      “On horseback, she couldn’t have gone further than we can sweep from the air. I think we have what we need, Sheriff. Let’s go.”

      Hayden looked at Castro. “Doctor, is there anything else you can tell me about Natalia?”

      The doctor shook his head sadly. “If what you say is true, I don’t feel the same anger toward her as I did before you arrived. If a devil has his grip on her, all I feel is pity. I hope you find her, Sheriff Duke. I hope you save her.”

      “Me, too,” Hayden replied.

      “It was an honor to meet you, Sheriff,” Mary said. “Come back to visit anytime.”

      Hayden tipped his cap again. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      He and Bennett hurried back to the helicopter, his heart breaking all over again. He swore to himself that he wouldn’t let another Relyeh, real or artificially created, destroy this copy of Natalia. Not as long as he still had breath in his lungs.
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      “General, I’ve got her,” Reva said over the starship’s comms.

      “Incredible,” Haeri replied. “Faster than I even thought possible. Sounds like I didn’t need to come to Earth after all.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far, sir. I needed your ship to do it. I kept her distracted while Bux hit her with a pair of stunner munitions.”

      “And that was enough to knock her out?”

      “Hardly,” Reva answered. “Kerrick and Lago followed up with stunners from overhead. It took another twenty rounds to put her out, and she was coming to by the time we had her bound and loaded onto the ship. Sir, I still don’t understand why we don’t just kill her outright.”

      “The protoplasm’s proven tricky to destroy,” Haeri replied. “If we keep it contained inside her, we can dispose of her in a manner that prevents another escape.”

      “That’s why I contacted you right away, General. How are we supposed to dispose of her?”

      “Fly her to the sun, jettison her toward it and let gravity do the rest,” Haeri answered.

      “That’s it?”

      “The simplest method is usually the best.”

      “And what about Hayden?”

      “I made sure the Custodians kept him occupied while you made your move. As far as he’s concerned, Natalia will have disappeared without a trace.”

      Reva laughed. “Sir, he won’t buy that for a second. He’ll come looking for me.”

      “Perhaps, but you and I will both be on our way back to Proxima by then.”

      “You’re taking me home, General? Is this about the Bloodhound?”

      “Forget the episode with the Bloodhound. I already have. No, Captain. This is about you earning your reward for a job well done. An honorable discharge with full benefits and reproductive rights, should you choose to execute them.”

      Reva froze. Permission to have a child was incredibly hard for a clone to come by. Infertile by nature, with Haeri’s permission she could choose the clone DNA she wanted and design her baby. “I…I don’t know what to say,” she replied. The idea excited her, but at the same time, a sense of dismay over leaving Earth dulled her elation. She had come to love it here.

      “A simple thank you will suffice, Captain,” Haeri answered.

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” She put her hand on Bux’s shoulder. “You heard the General. Set a course for the sun.”

      “Aye, Captain,” she replied, immediately adjusting the ship’s thrust and pitch. “You may want to strap in.”

      “Contact me again when the clone is released,” Haeri said.

      “Sir, wait,” Reva said. “I should mention. She had a young girl with her.”

      “A young girl? Where is she?”

      “Locked up with Natalia in the rear. I assumed she was also under the influence of the protoplasm, so I took the same precautions with her. “

      “Very good, Captain. Then there’s nothing to worry about. Dispose of her as well.”

      “Sir, if I may.”

      “Yes?”

      “Well, she is just a child.”

      “An unfortunate casualty. I understand your feelings, and I share your concern, but there’s little that can be done. You have your orders, Captain. Carry on.”

      “Yes, sir,” she replied. The comms clicked as Haeri signed off. “Bux, what’s the ETA to the sun from here?”

      “We can fold to get closer,” she replied, tapping on the ship controls as the computer estimated the trip. “One hour, seventeen minutes.”

      “The sooner the better. Having any part of Idhra on board is like playing with fire.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that, Captain. We have them locked up tight. Personally, I’m more worried about how the Sheriff’s going to react when he learns what we’ve done with the clone of his wife.”

      “Hopefully, he’ll never learn the truth.”

      Bux chuckled. “Yeah, right. What are the odds of that?”

      “Well, as the General said, we’ll all be back on Proxima.”

      Bux looked back at her, eyes obscured by her helmet. “We have orders to send a clone of his dead wife and a child into the sun, Captain. Do you really think that’ll stop him from coming after us, even if he has to go all the way to Proxima to find us?”

      A chill ran through Reva. “He’s not irrational. He understands how dangerous she is.”

      “Logic goes out the window when love is involved.”

      “But she’s not his dead wife. She’s a clone who wants to kill him.”

      “I don’t know. I repeat my sentiment.” She shook her head. “Better go buckle up or we’ll miss our window.”

      Goosebumps popping up on her arms at Bux’s statement, Reva left the flight deck to take a seat at the table with the two Centurion Marines. As she clasped her security harness, she looked to the rear of the spaceship at the door to the small head. They had bound Natalia and the girl in the strongest magbands available, gagging and locking them together in there.

      There was no way…

      A thud from the sealed hatch startled her out of the thought, her back going rigid.

      “It’s okay, Captain,” Kerrick said. “She can kick the door all she wants. She’s not getting out of there until we let her out.”

      Another thud followed. Reva did her best to ignore it this time, resting her head back against the cushioned headrest as the starship rapidly gained speed, angling toward space.

      One hour and seventeen minutes, and she would be done with this whole ordeal. She couldn’t wait.
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      With the light out, Natalia couldn’t see much of anything inside the locked head of the Centurion starship. Heavy binds kept her arms locked to her sides and her legs pinned together. Ginny sat on her lap, her hands and feet bound as well. All they could do as far as movement went was breathe and speak.

      “I can’t believe you let them trick you like that,” Ginny said in a soft voice, thrusting her legs back into the door to the head yet again.

      “I told you to shut up about that, Ginny,” Natalia hissed back. She had suspected a trap when Reva moved into the open to talk to her, but the Organization surprised her by launching that attack from high overhead. Still, their capture might prove to be more of a benefit than a setback.

      “You should have killed her the moment she appeared,” Ginny continued. “Not stood there yammering at her. How could you be so stupid?”

      “I swear, Ginny, if my hands were free, I would strangle you to death. Be quiet.”

      Ginny laughed. “You can’t kill me. You’re my mama. And you wanted me back so badly, you turned someone else into me.”

      The statement offered Natalia a sudden moment of clarity, as though a fog had suddenly lifted. Before she could even begin to question what Ginny had said, the pressure on her temples returned, and she sank back into the controlling murk rising up to confuse her.

      “That only makes it harder for me to kill you. Not impossible,” she said. “But you should have more faith in your mother. You’ve been complaining this entire time, but do I look worried?”

      “It’s too dark in here for me to see your face.” Ginny’s fingers gently caressed Natalia’s arm. “You don’t feel worried.”

      “Because I’m not. Like I told you already, shut up and be patient. And stop kicking the door. You’re getting on my nerves.”

      Ginny finally settled down, resting motionless. Natalia heard one of the Centurions on the other side of the door comment about how grateful they were that the banging had stopped.

      “You have a plan to get us out of this before they do whatever they’re going to do with us?” Ginny asked softly.

      “I intend to do better than that,” she replied.

      “How?”

      “I think they’re going to throw us out of the airlock. But they won’t be careful about it. Not as careful as they should be. You wait, Ginny. Watch and learn.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      Natalia closed her eyes, the previous moment of clarity still lingering on the edge of her thoughts. She tried to grab onto it, only to have it slip away yet again. This time, she didn’t try to pursue it. This incarnation was who and what she was now. It was what she had become because of what Hayden had done to her. Or rather, what he hadn’t done.

      Wasn’t it?

      Lost in pondering that thought, she didn’t realize how much time had passed when she heard boots in front of the door. A moment later it opened. The sudden light made Ginny flinch and momentarily blinded Natalia, making the two armored Centurions flanking the doorway appear as ghosts. Her vision cleared as they lifted Ginny off her lap.

      “Help me, Mama!” the girl screamed, squirming against her binds as they hauled her out of the head. Her screams dissolved into frantic sobs as they carried her to the airlock on the starboard side of the ship. Their faces set like stone, Ginny could see the struggle playing at the corners of their lips and eyes. They obviously didn’t like the idea of throwing her, a child, out through the external hatch into space.

      Reva wasn’t nearly as good at hiding her emotions. She watched the scene with pain-filled eyes, body tense. Ginny cried for her mother one last time before they dropped her into the airlock and closed the inner door, cutting off her screams. They immediately looked away, returning to the head for Natalia.

      “She’s just a child!” she cried, drilling them both with a scorching look as they grabbed her. In their guilt, they averted their gazes as they carried her toward the airlock, her eyes narrowing contemptuously on Reva as they passed her. “How can you kill an innocent child with so little regard?”

      “A child with Idhra’s protoplasm inside her,” Reva replied. “You did that to her, Natalia. However awful you think we are, you’re the one who kidnapped and infected her, and now she has to be disposed of, right along with you.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t kidnap anybody! Ginny’s been with me the whole time. She was there at the Arches. Hiding while I whooped you.”

      “If the real Natalia is in there somewhere, she knows that’s not true.”

      “The real Natalia?” She laughed as the Centurions paused at the hatch, looking with uncertainty at Reva. “I’m a clone!” Natalia raged. “I’ve never been the real Natalia. Just the next best thing.”

      She paused, remembering that sense of light, of revelation, shining through the veil obscuring what had felt like the truth, though it had only lasted a moment. Could Reva be right about the protoplasm? Was it really inside her? It was the last thought she managed to have before the pressure clamped down on her temples again, and she forgot about the question altogether.

      “Quit wasting time!” Reva jerked her attention from Natalia, fixing her smoldering gaze on the two Centurions. “Get her into the airlock. Now!”

      They moved quickly, obeying her orders, but Natalia was having none of it. She reached out to them with her mind and pushed.

      Within an instant, Reva was in front of her, a knife to her throat. “I wouldn’t if I were you.”

      “Why not? You’re aiming to throw me out into space. I’m dead either way.”

      “Lago, open the outer airlock,” Reva said.

      “What?” Natalia cried, stopping Lago as he reached for the vent button beside the hatch.

      “You can watch your terrified daughter get vented into space by herself, or you can be there with her, to hold her while she dies. It’s your choice.”

      “How can you be so cold?”

      Natalia saw the flash of hesitation in Reva’s eyes. A moment of guilt, doubt, and second-thoughts. She didn’t waste the chance. Opening her mouth, she let out an agonized cry, her breath filled with particles of protoplasm, and Reva breathed them in.

      “Please don’t hurt my Ginny,” Natalia said. “Please. She’s a good girl.”

      Reva stared at her, suddenly confused. The knife in her hand slowly moved away from Natalia’s throat, her eyes softening.

      Natalia smiled. “You don’t want to hurt your sister, do you, Hallia? You don’t want to hurt your Mama, either.”

      “Captain?” Lago said, standing ready to open the outer door.

      Hallia spun in one smooth motion, the knife leaving her hand and slamming it into Lago’s exposed throat, just above the collar of his combat armor. It sank in deep, leaving him gurgling his own blood and grabbing at the blade, eyes panicked.

      “Captain!” the other Centurion shouted, but Natalia had already reached out to him, holding him in place.

      “My girls need a father,” she said, exhaling protoplasm into the Marine. “You’re not my Hayden, but you’ll do for now.”

      The Centurion grabbed Natalia by the neck, squeezing tightly until the protoplasm took hold of his faculties, his grip lessening. Hallia moved to quickly open the inner hatch.

      “Don’t move, Captain,” a voice behind Natalia said. She looked back over her shoulder. The pilot had a gun pointed at her back.

      An invisible force ripped the gun from Rodriguez’s hand, sending it clattering against the bulkhead and onto the deck. Hallia and Hayden grabbed the pilot, holding her tight while Natalia walked over to her, looking directly into her eyes. She could taste the Centurion’s fear, and her family breathed in deeply, satiating their hunger.

      “Get Ginny out of the airlock,” Natalia told them, “and throw this one in.”

      “What?” the pilot gasped, struggling against Hayden’s grip as Hallia lifted Ginny out of the airlock and unlocked her magbands. Hayden didn’t waste any time dragging Rodriquez to the open hatch and throwing her in.

      “I’m sorry, Rodriguez,” Natalia said. “I’ve already got my whole family back. That leaves you the odd woman out.”

      Ginny gleefully closed the inner airlock door before opening the outer hatch, not even bothering to look through the small window in the inner hatch as Rodriquez was sucked out. “Now we can go to Shub’Nigu,” she said excitedly.

      “Not yet,” Natalia replied, reaching up to close the outer hatch. “I told you, I still have business on Earth.”

      Ginny sighed. “We have a new Daddy. Do we really need to go back for the old one?”

      “Not just him, sweetie.” She turned to Hallia, staring at her daughter. She had only been an infant when she died. How had she grown up so fast without her realizing it? She was starting to feel like her life made less sense with every passing minute. “You remember how to fly a spaceship, don’t you, Hal?”

      “Of course, Mama.”

      “Good. Take us back to Earth.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      As Hallia went to the flight deck, Ginny slipped her hand into one of Natalia’s; Hayden took the other. “It’s so good to be together again,” Ginny said, giggling. “Well, good for us, anyway.”
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      “We’re getting low on fuel, Colonel,” the chopper pilot said, tapping on the gauge in the center of the instrument cluster. “We have about fifteen minutes of flight time left, and then we need to return to camp to refuel.”

      Bennett turned his head away from the landscape below. Based on Doc Castro’s recounting of Natalia’s exploits, they had immediately gone north, hoping to pick her up on the chopper’s jury rigged Proxima-sourced sensors or by a basic visual scan while they passed overhead. After nearly an hour, they had traveled about thirty klicks north. At that point, they cut east and then west in an expanding circle.

      There was no sign of Natalia anywhere.

      “It could be that Reva already got to her,” Bennett suggested.

      Hayden stood at the edge of the chopper’s open port-side door, gripping the top lip to hold on and lean out over the snow-covered landscape. He had immediately picked up the hoofprints of Natalia’s horse in the snow leaving Harrold, but following them had proven futile. All evidence of the horse had vanished less than a kilometer outside the small town, without being replaced by human prints. He understood the how, but he didn’t completely understand the why. Since it had quit snowing, Natalia had used the protoplasm to telekinetically erase the prints from the snow, to make it harder for him to follow her, but why hadn’t she started covering her tracks starting right when she left Harrold? As far as he knew she still wanted to confront him, so he couldn’t imagine why she would have delayed in hiding her trail. The only thing he could guess was that she’d changed directions and didn’t want him to follow her. In effect, she didn’t want him to know what she was planning to do next.

      The thought bothered him more than he wanted to admit. If it wasn’t Natalia trying so hard to avoid him, it had to be Idhra.

      “It could be,” Bennett agreed. “But I reckon we would see evidence of a fight. Nat’s not going to let Reva take her without resisting.”

      “What if she took her by surprise?”

      “With the protoplasm, that’s hard to do.”

      Bennett shrugged. “But not impossible.”

      “Neg.”

      “If Reva’s got her, we’ll find her and get her back.”

      “If Reva’s got her, she’s already gone,” Hayden countered. “Haeri isn’t dumb enough to leave her alive any longer than necessary.”

      “You know as well as I do, Sheriff. He can’t just kill her. The protoplasm…”

      “Pozz. He’d have to take her somewhere to do the job right.”

      “Well, there’s nothing we can do about the fuel situation. We need to head back to camp and refuel before we can continue the search. It shouldn’t take us more than an hour or two.”

      Hayden didn’t like it, but he nodded. Bennett moved to the front of the chopper, leaning over the pilot. “Radio the team back in Cedar City. Tell them they need to hump it back to camp on foot. We’ll meet them there. One more sweep to the north, and then we head home.”

      “Wilco, Colonel,” the pilot replied.

      The chopper turned north, flying low and slow over the open plains and isolated outcroppings of trees and thicker vegetation. Hayden continued gazing down and forward, searching for anything that might provide a hint of where Natalia had gone.

      “Observation,” Max said, still sitting on the bench beside him. “Detection. You can lead a horse to water, and if it is thirsty, it will drink. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Are you feeling okay?” Stacker asked Max.

      “He’s got something there.” Hayden swiveled his head, looking for a water source. He found the tell-tale signs of a creek, his gaze fixing on it and following it west. Sure enough, he spotted a saddled horse with its head dipped over the water source.

      “There,” he said to Bennett, pointing out the horse. “We don’t want to get too close. If Nat’s down there, she’s liable to drag the chopper into the—”

      Hayden was cut off as Max leaped up and tackled him, catching him in a bear hug. The Intellect’s momentum ripped Hayden’s hand off the top edge of the door frame, and the next thing he knew, he and Max were plummeting headlong toward the ground.

      As the snow-covered ground rushed up at them, Max rolled them over, bringing Hayden around just in time to see a streak of blue energy slam into the chopper, tearing through one of the rotors. The airfoil slammed into the fuselage before it tumbled toward the ground, the chopper spinning violently. Hayden didn’t think the pilot had much of a chance to bring it back under control, but that was the least of his worries at the moment. He and Max were about to hit the ground hard enough to scramble their innards.

      Hayden suddenly felt Max's entire body morph into marshmallow softness an instant before they slammed into the ground, snow spraying up from beneath Max’s back as if they’d landed in water. Even so, the hit knocked the wind out of Hayden and left his entire chest throbbing as he and Max bounced off the ground once before settling.

      Despite his pain, Hayden rolled off Max, immediately searching for the chopper. It was still airborne, but wouldn’t be for much longer, its lateral spin decreasing as the pilot regained enough control to descend into a crash landing they might be able to walk away from.

      “Confrontation,” Max said, pointing to the sky. Hayden looked in that direction, spotting the Centurion ship a moment later.

      “Reva,” Hayden said, an arm wrapped around his midsection as he hopped to his feet. The chopper was angling toward a small airstrip he had noticed from the air, but with the way the Centurion ship was dropping toward it, he didn’t think Reva had any intention of letting them off easy.

      “Max, can you do something to distract the ship?”

      “Negation. It is too far away.”

      “Damn, come on.” Still favoring what had to be several broken ribs, he broke into a lumbering run in the direction of the failing chopper. The exertion of slogging through the accumulation of snow was slowing down the healing of his ribs.

      “Deduction.” Max quickly joined him, running slowly along beside him. “We would reach Bennett much sooner if I carry you.”

      Hayden stumbled to a standstill, staring at Max as the Intellect mirrored his pause. Hayden didn’t much like the idea of that particular optic, but it was more important to minimize the time getting to Bennett, and it would allow his ribs to almost heal before they reached the airfield. He nodded and climbed onto Max’s back, the Intellect breaking into a run that would have rivaled Zorro’s speed.

      The Centurion starship continued its descent, dropping quickly toward the helicopter as it touched down on the tarmac with enough force to slide sideways until it tipped up on one skid. The spinning rotors hit the tarmac, snapping into shrapnel that scattered across the open landscape. The chopper spun around on its side, coming to a standstill as the engine burst into flames.

      The Custodians leaped from the burning helicopter, making a beeline for the front of the big hangar just as the chopper exploded, showering flaming pieces and parts down around them before they disappeared around the corner. Nearing the ground, the Centurion ship slowed its descent and rotated its guns as it edged around the big hangar in pursuit of the fleeing Custodians. It remained high enough for Hayden and Max to see it over the flat roof.

      “Consideration,” Max said. “Curiosity. If Reva has Natalia, then why does Reva require this attack?”

      Hayden glanced at the Intellect. He was right, of course. There was no value in picking a fight with the Custodians here and now if Reva had already captured and disposed of his wife’s clone. Did that mean his suspicions were wrong, and she hadn’t found Natalia yet?

      Surprisingly, the Centurion ship didn’t open fire on the Custodians. Hayden figured they were headed for the small open-air hangar right behind the bigger one, which made sense. With the doors slid all the way open on the big hangar, revealing that it had been looted of all its contents, it didn’t provide the Custodians with any cover. Hayden imagined Bennett had spotted the smaller hangar from the air, just like he had, before the chopper was hit, and realized that even though it had no doors on it, it did offer cover inside. Unfortunately, the starship’s weaponry was still more than adequate to blow the structure and the small airplane inside it to smithereens. Bennett hadn’t gone in there because it was smart. He had taken cover there because he was desperate.

      “Evasion!” Max snapped, throwing them both down in the snow and covering him with his body as the starship’s side hatch opened. A Centurion Marine leaned out, looking in both directions. That he didn’t spot them told Hayden that Max had used his projection system to disguise them as snow.

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but we need to help Bennett,” Hayden said. He considered Reva a friend, but he couldn’t let her get to Natalia before he did. “Get off me.” He tensed, preparing to leap up.

      “Caution,” Max warned, holding Hayden down with his body. “Patience.”

      Seconds passed into several minutes before the starship finally descended to touch down out of sight behind the big hangar.

      “Let’s go,” Hayden said, Max leaping to feet and allowing Hayden into position ahead of him as they ran for the big hangar. Hayden stopped at the hangar’s front corner, peering around it to see the side hatch toward the starship’s tail open. A Centurion dropped down to the tarmac and proceeded to scurry along the fuselage toward the nose. Hayden’s brow wrinkled when the next person off the ship was a girl carrying a plasma rifle. Even from a distance, he could tell she was too young to be either a Centurion Marine or part of the Organization.

      The third person out of the starship shocked him even more.

      “Nat,” he whispered as she exited the spacecraft.
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      Natalia’s head turned their way, lingering longer in the hatch than the Centurion had before jumping down to the tarmac.

      “Confusion,” Max said. “The Organization is assisting the clone?”

      “I don’t think so,” Hayden answered. “More like the Organization, this group at least, is in thrall to the clone. She must have transferred protoplasm to them.”

      Reva finally emerged from the ship, moving forward to join the others, the hatch to the starship sealing behind her. It was Hayden’s cue to move forward as well, to the back corner of the large hangar. From there, he watched Nat and those under her control head for the small hangar as an organized unit.

      “Proposition,” Max said. “Natalia will win.”

      “Are you trying to make a bet with me?” Hayden asked.

      “Pozz. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Trouble is, I think Nat’s going to win, too. We need to get the drop on her. If we can separate her from her slaves, the protoplasm will lose its control over them.”

      “Affirmation. Contemplation. How?”

      Hayden figured that by now, Bennett would surely be ready for Nat’s arrival. Obviously, Reva had tried to capture her, only to wind up captured herself. Idhra had wanted a starship, and now Natalia, carrying the false Relyeh’s protoplasm, had one, but why bring it here? She could have already taken off in search of Shub’Nigu, and yet she remained on Earth. Beyond that, she had spotted the Custodian chopper and attacked it, using just enough firepower to damage it enough to force its landing, rather than killing everyone on board. And she still hadn’t killed them, which meant she wanted them alive.

      But why?

      “Max, I’ll sneak in the door behind them. You slip around back. Don’t let the dropship pilot see you. We can’t let them warn Natalia we’ve found them. Head to the roof and find a way in and be quiet about it. Once you hear me distract Natalia, you jump down through the roof and grab her. Make sure you hold her arms and cover her mouth, but not her nose. She’ll need to breathe. Do you think you can do that?”

      Max’s midsection thinned as a second pair of arms sprouted from his shoulders. “Affirmation. I am a good Deputy. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Get going.”

      Feet spreading to act like snowshoes, Max camouflaged himself to reflect the 360-degree view around him and sprinted around the tail of the starship. Envying his abilities, Hayden crouched and pushed through the powder, slowly following in the Intellect’s wake as Nat and her thralls opened fire and charged into the hangar, eliciting gunfire from inside.

      Hayden reached the tail of the starship and crept up the side of the fuselage. He needed to be quick. Bennett and his team wouldn’t last long against Natalia and the Organization’s fighters. In the past, it would have been beneficial to him for the Custodians to die in the hangar rather than make it out alive, but learning that this Bennett was more like his old friend Austin, the original Bennett clone, he figured he and his men deserved a chance to shed Grimmel’s control. Besides, Hayden needed all the friendly help he could get.

      Digging his fingers into the edge of a small plate beside the hatch, he ripped it off, revealing an emergency access panel. Quickly entering the root password for the vessel’s control software, he climbed inside, gun aimed at where the pilot should have been sitting. Except the pilot wasn’t there.

      Confusion aside, Hayden didn’t waste a second backing away from the flight deck and poking his head back out of the open hatch to find Max. He spotted him at the edge of the roofline. The Intellect, seeing Hayden looking for him, raised two of his four hands and waved.

      The gunfire inside the hangar had dwindled considerably, an occasional burst sounding from both sides seeking to keep one another honest. Hayden was certain Natalia could have killed Bennett and his team by now, had she wanted them dead. Instead, she seemed to be more interested in keeping them pinned down behind the plane. It was clear to him that she needed something from them. Or rather, Idhra’s protoplasm needed something.

      There was only one way to find out what that was.

      He ran to the hangar, making better time over the snow Natalia’s group had already compacted beneath their boots. He glanced up at Max one more time before reaching the front of the building. The Intellect flashed him a thumbs up and moved away from the edge.

      The shooting stopped as Hayden reached the open doorway, pausing at the threshold out of sight from everyone inside. Hearing Nat and Bennett talking and then the sudden crunch of metal obliterating metal, he leaned his head into the open front of the hangar to look inside. He found Natalia, Reva, the girl, and the Centurion facing a rusted old single-engine airplane and an equally aged and inoperable fuel truck. His jaw tensed when he saw Stacker’s bloody legs protruding from beneath the truck’s driver side running board. Nat had obviously tossed the truck into him with telekinetic force, crushing him to death. And now she held Bennett and Dina pressed against the side of the truck’s tank, their feet dangling well above the floor.

      “I’m only going to ask you one more time,” she said. “Where can I find Grimmel?”

      Hayden’s eyebrow went up, his curiosity piqued. Nat’s clone was looking for Grimmel, too? Why?

      “And I’ll tell you one last time,” Bennett replied. “I honestly don’t know. Custodian bases are mobile. We move around the country one hundred percent of the time.”

      “Liar,” the girl said, looking at Natalia. “He’s lying, Mama.”

      Hearing her call Natalia mama was a punch to Hayden’s gut. She said it with the same tone and accent Ginny had used, sounding so much like her that if he wasn’t looking right at her, he might have thought she was Ginny.

      “I’m not sure he is,” Natalia answered. “But we need to offer a little more incentive for him to come clean, just in case.”

      She kept her hold on Bennett but let Dina drop to the floor. The Custodian landed on her hands and knees, looking up at Natalia with furious eyes. The anger fled from her gaze when the girl stepped forward and pressed the barrel of her rifle into the side of her head.

      “I swear,” Bennett said. “I’ve never met Grimmel in person. I’ve never even seen him. His orders come through our comm system. They’re passed to General Syl. He’s in one of the mobile bases. I couldn’t tell you where he is, either, as much as I want to. Please, Natalia. I have no reason to lie to you.”

      “He’s the leader of your misguided group. Isn’t that reason enough?”

      “I follow him because I have no choice. I’m a clone. So is Dina. We were genetically altered so that we can’t turn on him. If you mean to hurt him for what he did to you, in all honesty, Natalia, I’m on your side.”

      “What?” Dina hissed, her head turning toward Bennett. “You traitorous bastard.”

      “I wanted to free you too,” Bennett admitted. “All of us. Natalia’s right. This group is misguided. It always has been. Our greatest plans have all ended in failure.”

      “Because of the Sheriff,” Dina snapped. “He killed Wyatt. He shut down Ruger. He destroyed Idhra.” Her eyes locked again on Natalia. “And you’re the psychotic clone of his dead wife. So even this is because of him.”

      “Ginny,” Natalia said. “Shut her up.”

      “Gladly,” the girl replied, her finger moving to the rifle’s trigger.

      Hayden couldn’t believe it. Natalia had turned some innocent girl into their dead child. Even as a clone, the pain of her loss seemed to be more than she could bear. For all the guilt and remorse he had felt since that day, seeing what was happening now made his own pain so much more acute.

      “Natalia,” he said, stepping into the hangar. His voice quivered with emotion, but he kept himself in check, hands near his guns.

      She spun around. So did the Centurion and Reva, the three of them letting Bennett drop to the floor beside Dina.

      “Hayden,” Bennett said. “Nice of you to stop by.” He began to slowly reach for his gun on the floor.

      “Stand down, Noah. Let me handle this.”

      The clone’s reach stopped halfway to his gun. “You sure about that?” He nodded at the Centurion and Reva. Along with Nat, they were now pointing their rifles his way.

      Hayden didn’t take his eyes off Nat. “As sure as I’m standing here.”

      Nat stepped forward. “He’s mine,” she said, keeping her gun on him while the other two diverted their attention back to Bennett and Dina.

      “Natalia, I know you’re confused,” Hayden said. “I know you’re hurting. But we can work this out. Together. You don’t have to die here.”

      Natalia found that funny enough to laugh. “You better be ready to fight me, Hayden.” she replied. “Otherwise, I’ll kill you where you stand.”

      “You’re my wife, Nat. I won’t fight you,” he answered. “Not today. Not ever. Let me help you.”

      “You had your chance to help us, Hayden. You blew it, and we died.”

      “We?”

      “Ginny, Hallia, and me. Your three girls were murdered because of you. Isn’t that right, girls?”

      “Yes, Mama,” the one she called Ginny said.

      “Yes, Mama,” Reva parroted.

      Hayden wasn’t expecting that. He stared at Natalia, trying to hide his disgust. He had to remind himself she was under Idhra’s influence. Whatever she did wasn’t of her own volition.

      “I’m trying to make amends, Nat,” Hayden said. “To put things right. It looks like you have the girls back. Maybe we can be a family again.”

      “Sorry, pardner,” the Centurion said, turning back around to face him. “She’s got a new Hayden.” He smirked. “You’re just the used up original.”
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      Hayden’s eyes flashed from the Marine to Natalia. “What is he doing to you?” he whispered, infuriated by the protoplasm’s influence. She could have been a total stranger. Nobody deserved what she was going through.

      “He’s giving me everything I want,” she replied. “Everything I deserve. Now fight me, Hayden.”

      “No,” he replied. “You’re looking for Grimmel. Why?”

      She opened her mouth but didn’t speak right away, suggesting to Hayden that she didn’t know why. Only the protoplasm did. “It’s none of your business,” she answered at last.

      “You don’t know where he is, do you?” Hayden asked.

      “Do you?” Natalia replied.

      “I might.”

      He noticed Bennett raise an eyebrow from his position, pinned against the fuel truck. He also noticed the edge of Max’s blade-hand sink through the tin roof directly over Natalia’s head. He just had to stall a little longer.

      Reva and the Centurion started toward him, while the girl kept her gun pressed against Dina’s head.

      “You might, or you do?” Natalia asked. “You can’t lie to me, Hayden. I know you too well.”

      “I found an old bunker down south,” Hayden replied. “It had references to Grimmel Corporation, and it was linked to a computer network. Grimmel wasn’t there, but I reckon you of all people could use the network to find him.”

      “I could,” she agreed with a smile. “Where down south? Be specific?”

      “I’m not gonna just tell you, Nat,” he answered. “But I’ll show you.”

      “I won’t fight you, Hayden. Not if you won’t fight back. But my Hayden isn’t so restricted.”

      Reva paused while the Centurion continued toward Hayden. He looked at the larger, stronger, clone. “It didn’t go so well for the last Hayden that Natalia sent to fight me.”

      The Centurion responded by dropping his rifle and rushing Hayden unarmed.

      Hayden reached for his guns but didn’t draw them. He could have easily planted a round between the Centurion’s eyes, but the man wasn’t in control of himself, and he also wasn’t armed. A couple of rounds in the legs would slow him a bit without killing him, but Hayden also needed a diversion while Max made his move, and a fight seemed as good as any.

      Hayden set himself, fists ready. He avoided the tackle, pivoting away as he threw a quick right hook that connected solidly with the clone’s jaw. The Centurion  shrugged it off like it was nothing. Grabbing Hayden’s shoulder, he kicked his legs out from under him. Hayden fell on his back, in trouble as the Centurion fell on him.

      They grappled, one trying to get the better of the other until Hayden drew his leg up, wedging his foot between them and against the Centurion’s chest. He shoved him away, rolling aside just in time to avoid a heavy fist punching the ground where his chest had been. Risking a glance up at the roof, Hayden wondered what the hell was taking Max so long to make his move.

      The Centurion’s hand wrapped around his throat, pinning him to the floor. He grabbed it with both hands, trying to pry it away but to no avail. The Marine put his knee on Hayden’s chest, still choking him while holding him easily in place.

      Hayden let go of the muscular wrist, reaching into the pocket of his coat. The Centurion saw what he was doing, but gambled that he would choke Hayden unconscious before he could use the microspear.

      He bet wrong. Hayden sank the blade into the man’s wrist. The man screamed in agony as the Axon weapon sought out the protoplasm, which retreated from the area, evading the attack. Even so, it was enough to allow Hayden to throw the Custodian off him and get back to his feet.

      A gunshot rang out, knocking the microspear out of his hand. He caught a glimpse of Reva out of the corner of his eye, sidearm trained on him. She could have killed him in the ambush if Natalia hadn’t held her back.

      “You’re gonna pay for that,” the Centurion said, returning to his feet, his wrist bleeding heavily. He scowled at Hayden as he took a step toward him.

      There was still no sign of Max. He should have known he couldn’t count on the Intellect. He’d always been too damn flaky.

      The Centurion lunged at him again. His choices limited, Hayden went for his revolvers. Two shots echoed in the hangar, the bullets cutting through the weak spots in the Centurion’s armor at the calves. Tendons snapping, the Marine screamed and fell to his knees, clutching his wounds.

      Reva did open fire in response, her bullets screaming past Hayden’s ears. That she missed told Hayden the protoplasm wasn’t in complete control, at least not yet. He ducked low and swung his guns her way, firing a single round that went through Reva’s hand, forcing her to drop her weapon.

      “How could you!” Natalia screamed when Reva cried out. “She’s our baby!” The invisible telekinetic force unleashed at him caught Hayden unprepared, slamming into him and throwing him into the nearest wall. He hit hard enough to dent in the rusted metal before dropping to his knees.

      Natalia tried to pick him up, but this time he was ready for it. He didn’t resist, and the power passed harmlessly through him.

      “So much for not fighting me if I don’t fight back,” he said.

      “You hurt our child,” she hissed, still furious. “You’re a monster.”

      Hayden knew it would be futile to try to talk sense into her. He looked past Natalia to Dina, where her head rested on the floor in a pool of blood. Obviously, the girl had pulled the trigger on her during the commotion. Natalia’s angry attack on him had made her lose her grip on Bennett. The Custodian had managed to grab the girl and pin her to the floor, covering her mouth to keep Natalia from hearing her cries. He looked back at Hayden, practically begging him to shoot Natalia.

      Natalia kept trying to hit Hayden with her power, but it took all the strength of resolve he possessed to lift his revolver, the weight of it never heavier, and aim it at her forehead. His heart raced and his hand shook as he physically struggled to pull the trigger. He knew that once he fired the shot that would kill her, they would need to burn this entire place down to ensure the protoplasm didn’t escape. Using the starship outside, they could easily raze the hangar.

      She kept walking toward him. His heart pounded. His hand shook more violently.

      “Nat, please,” he said. “Don’t make me pull this trigger. Think back to what we had when it was just you and me. We can have that again, but not if you make me do this.”

      “You’re a monster, Hayden,” she replied. “You always have been. You just learned to disguise it pretty well. But not anymore.”

      His finger tightened on the trigger, but not with enough force to pull it past the point of no return. He hesitated an instant before a portion of the roof suddenly collapsed directly behind Natalia, Max dropping down through it. She spun around as he landed with a heavy metallic thud, one knee bent to absorb the impact, one palm up and aimed at her. Ready to shoot.

      She threw him aside like a piece of trash, sending him tumbling and sliding across the floor.

      Hayden used the distraction to grab her from behind, wrapping his forearm around her throat and adding pressure. “Nat,” he said into her ear, ready to choke her out if he had to. “Please, let me help you. I love you.”

      Her resistance softened. “Hayden?” she said, as if she heard his voice for the first time. As if she were his Natalia again.

      “I’m here. Come with me. Let me help you.”

      “Hayden, I…” she trailed off, submerged back beneath the dark waters of her mind. “I don’t need your help,” she hissed, rocking her elbow back into his gut. The hit disrupted his barely healed ribs, sending a shockwave of pain through him and sucking the air out of his lungs. She slipped his grip and turned, her boot swinging up and cracking him in the temple. His vision blurred and doubled, and he sank to the floor, dizzy with pain.

      Max was back on his feet, but Natalia’s power gripped him, holding him fast. She glanced at Bennett, and with a thought, tore him off the girl and sent him flying into the tanker where he slid unconscious to the floor. The girl and Reva hurried over to Natalia.

      “Nat, wait!” her fake Hayden said, unable to walk. “Where are you going? Don’t leave me.”

      “Mama?” the fake Ginny asked, looking back and forth between Hayden and Natalia. “Why are you leaving Papa alive?”

      Ignoring the fake Hayden, Natalia looked back at Hayden. “Papa’s not worth caring enough about to bother killing him. I’ll find a better one,” she replied. “Besides, we have what we came for.” She looked at the Intellect. “Hello again, Max. It’s been a while.”

      “Comandeerance. Disruption. Sheriff, I require assistance. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha,” Max said as Natalia forced him to go with her.

      Hayden tried to stand up, but the wave of dizziness forced him back to his knees. Tears sprang to his eyes as he watched Natalia take Max out of the hangar. By the time his healing factor rejuvenated him enough to stand, the starship, Natalia, the girls, and Max were gone.
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      Hayden turned his attention to the Centurion, still sitting on the floor of the hangar, the dull look in his eyes fading as Natalia and the rest of the protoplasm moved further and further away. Obvious pain replaced the look, though the Marine didn’t complain. He looked back at Hayden, shaking his head. “Sheriff Duke?”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied.

      “What happened?”

      “You have Idhra’s protoplasm in you. It hasn’t gained enough strength to overwhelm you on its own yet. But it will if we don’t stop it.

      “How?”

      “Hold that thought,” Hayden said, making his way across the hangar to Bennett. The Custodian was prone on his side, his left wrist bent at an awkward angle. Broken but not as bad as Bonnie’s ankle. Reaching down to put two fingers to the side of his neck, he grimaced as his own injuries sent jolts of fire through his nerves. Relieved to find that Bennett had a strong pulse, he gritted his teeth as he straightened, pain assaulting him again as he looked around the hangar.

      It was a lousy place to end up stranded.

      “You shot me,” the Centurion said.

      Hayden glanced back at the man. “I didn’t have much choice. Be glad I only shot your legs out from under you, and I only grazed you at that. What’s your name?”

      “Corporal Zane Kerrick, Centurion Marines,” the man replied with practiced ease.

      “You’re also part of the Organization,” Hayden said.

      Kerrick stared at him without answering.

      “You don’t need to play coy with me, Corporal. Reva’s a friend of mine. At least, she used to be, before Natalia hit her with the protoplasm. But if you want to keep playing Haeri’s game, be my guest. I don’t need your confirmation.”

      Kerrick nodded but didn’t offer anything verbal.

      “What happened to get you and Reva captured?” Hayden asked.

      “I’m not really sure. One second, Lago and I were dragging the prisoners, Natalia and the girl, to the airlock. The next, I was watching everything unfold like it was a drama stream or something. They killed Lago and Rodriguez, our pilot. That little girl has no soul, Sheriff. No remorse. She’s a killing machine.”

      “She’s just a girl,” Hayden replied. “She has no more control over herself than you did, but she’ll end up much more scarred if she survives. She deserves our compassion.” He kept going when the Centurion didn’t argue. “How did you capture Nat and the girl?”

      “Intercepted her a little ways north of here. Reva distracted her while we moved into position overhead and hit her with a couple of rockets modified with stun warheads. Between the payload and our rifles, we managed to bring them down, bind them up, and get them on board. Haeri’s orders were to drop her and the kid off at the sun.”

      “An effective way to destroy the protoplasm, but not very sympathetic to the victims,” Hayden replied.

      “Well, it didn’t work anyway. And here I am.

      “At least you’re still alive,” Hayden said.

      “I don’t suppose there’s a car nearby.” His eyebrows rose. “Or a spare horse?”

      “Bennett and I came in on that chopper you shot down. Our ride is gone.”

      “Then I don’t imagine I’ll be alive for long. We’re stuck here.”

      “We’ll figure something out. I just hope we aren’t too late.”

      “Too late for what?”

      “To stop Natalia from reaching Grimmel ahead of us. Whatever she wants from him, I can guarantee you it isn’t good.” He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know what she’s after, do you?”

      “No, sir,” Kerrick replied.

      “Would you tell me if you did?”

      “Not without General Haeri’s authorization, Sheriff.”

      “I figured as much.”

      Hayden’s head swiveled toward Bennett when the Custodian groaned and lifted his head off the floor. “Did we win?” he asked.

      “Neg,” Hayden answered. “Nat made off with Max and the starship.”

      “Max? You mean your deputy?”

      “Sure,” Hayden said. “I suppose you can call him that.”

      “He…uh…he isn’t human, is he?”

      “Neg. He’s an Axon Intellect. He’s a few bytes short of a meal, but it makes him sympathetic to humans. He was supposed to capture Natalia, not be captured by her.”

      Bennett started to laugh, cutting short when it became too painful. “I thought Intellects are supposed to be pretty lethal.”

      “Me too,” Hayden agreed, “which makes me wonder if maybe Max got himself captured on purpose.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Could be that he calculated that our odds of winning weren’t good, so he came up with a plan with a higher probability. Or it could be that he’s just not very stable.”

      “That’s not very encouraging, Sheriff.” Bennett pushed himself to a sitting position, eyes shifting to the Centurion. “I guess we got ourselves a consolation prize?”

      “Shove it, Custodian,” Kerrick growled.

      “I’d fire back with something smarmy, but neither one of us is in a position to kick the other’s ass. So why don’t we call a temporary truce?”

      Kerrick considered before nodding.

      “I’m glad you two sorted that out without me needing to send one of you to your room,” Hayden said. “How bad are you hurt, Noah?”

      “My wrist for sure. Probably one or two ribs.” He spotted Dina nearby, his face falling. “Sheriff, the next time I see your wife’s clone, I’m going to—”

      “Leave her to me,” Hayden finished before he could. “That’s what you’re going to do. I know you’re upset about losing Dina and your squad. I don’t blame you, but Nat’s clone didn’t do this. Idhra did. She’s in there, Noah. I spoke to her, and she heard me. My Natalia answered me, not the protoplasm, and not her clone.”

      Bennett glared at Hayden but finally nodded. “We have to stop her somehow from locating Grimmel.”

      “Or at least be there when she does,” Hayden replied. “I wouldn’t mind a few words with him myself. Were you telling Nat the truth? You don’t know where he is?”

      “I told her the truth,” Bennett confirmed. “Every bit of it. She’s the reason none of us know where Grimmel is. For his protection. If it weren’t her looking for him, it would be his people.” He motioned to Kerrick.

      “Somebody has to rein him in.” Kerrick shot back. “You and your leaders are insane.”

      Bennett’s face flushed. Hayden put his hands up toward each of them. “You two called a truce, remember? Besides, this Bennett isn’t exactly on Grimmel’s side.”

      “We need to get in contact with General Syl, for more equipment and reinforcements,” Bennett said, dropping his side of the animus.

      “Or we can establish comms with New Eden and General Haeri,” Kerrick said, following suit.

      “We can’t do either of those things from here,” Hayden replied. He pointed at the Centurion. “You can’t walk. Noah, what about you?”

      “It hurts, but I think I can walk,” he replied, using the side of the fuel truck to pull himself to his feet. “If he isn’t ambulatory, he can stay here.”

      “And freeze to death?” Kerrick said.

      “I’m not carrying you.”

      “I shot him; he’s my responsibility,” Hayden said. “But I’m not carrying you either.” He looked at the old aircraft. “I doubt we could get that old crate flying again. I’m no engineer like Nat, but I can be resourceful when necessary.”

      Bennett limped over to where Hayden stood near Kerrick. “What do you have in mind?”
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      “Max,” Natalia said, standing over the Intellect. “It’s been a minute, hasn’t it?”

      “Negation,” Max replied. “It has been months. Hahahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “You haven’t lost your sense of humor, I see.”

      “Proclamation. I require immediate release.”

      “I don’t think so.” Natalia continued telekinetically holding him fast in place, certain that if her control over him slipped even a little, the machine would quickly turn against her and return the starship to Earth.

      “Mama, where are we going?” Hallia shouted from the flight deck.

      “I don’t know yet,” she replied. “That’s why we have him.”

      “We left Papa behind,” Ginny complained. “How could you do that?”

      “He left us behind,” Natalia countered. “Remember? We’re even now. All the way around. I don’t care about him anymore. I have bigger goals in mind.”

      “Like what?”

      She glanced at Max. She wasn’t ready to reveal the extent of her plans in proximity to the Intellect. For all she knew, Max was still in communication with Hayden. She didn’t care about him anymore, but she doubted he felt the same about her. He had always been stubbornly persistent. It made him a good Sheriff, and for a while, a good husband.

      “Never you mind that,” she answered. “It’ll become obvious soon enough, Hallia. Just circle for a bit while Max and I have a chat.”

      “Okay, Mama.”

      “Why don’t we go back to space?” Ginny asked. “Nobody can reach us there.”

      Natalia whirled on the girl. “Why do you keep questioning everything I say? We’re not going to space because I said so, and I’m your mother. Keep giving me lip, and I’ll tape your mouth shut.”

      Ginny made a sour face and settled in her seat to pout.

      “Curiosity,” Max said. “Why do you believe these females are your children?”

      “Because they are my children,” she replied.

      “Correction. Your children are dead. As is your original organic form.”

      “But I’m here, aren’t I? So why can’t they be here? Who’s to say these two girls aren’t my girls, when they respond to their names. They call me mama and do as I say.” She paused and glanced at Ginny. “Most of the time.”

      “Consideration.” Max said, falling silent while he pondered the statement. “Decision. Perhaps you are correct. Confirmation. Perhaps these two females are under the influence of a foreign body. As are you.”

      Natalia’s eyes narrowed. She recalled her former confusing moment of clarity. It was something she hadn’t felt in quite a while. “Foreign body?” she asked, barely managing to whisper it out before the pressure in her temples increased.

      Max had no face to show expression. It was impossible to know what he was computing internally in response to her reaction. He remained silent for a hair longer than she expected, which told her there was a calculation involved.

      “Realization. You are a prisoner. Like I am a prisoner. We are the same. Hahahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “We aren’t the same,” Natalia said. “I’m not a prisoner. I’m free to do as I choose. Right now, you aren’t. I need you to do what I want.”

      “Explanation. The strongest prison is the belief that you are free, when you are not.” Max shrugged. “What do you require?”

      “I’m looking for Grimmel.”

      “Acknowledgement. Why do you require me? I do not know the location of Grimmel.”

      “No, but you’re an advanced AI. If anyone can help me find him, you can.”

      “Affirmation. I could. But I will not. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “I’m not going to threaten you, Max. I’ll put it to you simply. If you won’t make a square deal with me, I’ll have Hallia drop you in orbit, where you can circle the planet like a satellite for who-knows-how-long. You won’t be of much use to anyone up there. Especially yourself.”

      “Contemplation,” Max answered. “What is the definition of square deal?”

      “A bargain. A barter. A partnership.”

      “Confusion. Partnership?”

      “I don’t want to be your enemy, Max. We both know I can’t hold you like this forever. I know that you’re an Intellect of your word because for all his other faults, Hayden is a man of his word, and you want to be like him. So I hope we can come to an agreement.”

      “Proposition. What do you suggest?”

      “First, I need to know if you’re in contact with Hayden right now?”

      “Negation. He does not possess the required technology.”

      “Good. I don’t want him to try to stop me.”

      “Question. From what do you not want him to stop you?”

      “I need to find Grimmel so that I can destroy him. I need to put an end to his experiments. To prevent him from ever bringing a Relyeh Ancient like Idhra to Earth.”

      Max remained motionless while he considered the reveal. “Confusion. Massive confusion. You are attempting to fool Max. Hahahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “It’s no joke, Max. It’s not a trick. I might be a clone, but my mind is still human. I’m still Natalia.”

      “Sheriff Duke also requires the destruction of Grimmel. Suggestion. You can work together.”

      “No,” Natalia snapped. “I need to do it, with your help. Not Hayden’s.”

      “Why do you not require Sheriff Duke? He is very helpful.”

      “He might agree with my goal, but I know him. He won’t agree with my methods. You know as well as I do that sometimes his morality and righteousness interfere with his efficiency.”

      “Affirmation. Agreement. He is human and thus imperfect.”

      “When I find Grimmel, I’m going to blow him up with a powerful explosive, collateral damage be damned. Do you understand?”

      Max nodded his blank head. “Acknowledgement. Sheriff Duke does not like harming innocents.”

      “In which case, he would risk losing the opportunity to get the job done,” Natalia agreed. “It would in turn compromise the end goal. If we don’t destroy Grimmel, he’ll get what he wants, sooner or later. How many people might die then?”

      “Contemplation. Consideration. What about Idhra’s protoplasm?”

      “What about it?”

      “It is inside you. It is dangerous. If it is controlling you, then you cannot be trusted.”

      “The protoplasm doesn’t control me, Max. I’m the one talking to you. It helps me, of course. I wouldn’t be able to hold you otherwise. But it can’t determine my course.”

      “Depression. If the protoplasm did not control you, even in some small way, then you would be able to forgive Sheriff Duke. The Natalia I knew would always forgive Sheriff Duke.”

      Natalia smiled. “I do forgive him, Max. That’s why I didn’t kill him back there. But forgiving him doesn’t mean I want to be with him again. I can’t. Not right now. Maybe after Grimmel is gone. Then he can forgive me, and we can be together again.”

      Max remained still for nearly half a minute before responding. “Hesitation. I desire to believe you are telling the truth.”

      “How can I prove myself to you, Max?”

      “Decision. If you control the protoplasm, then you can release your children.”

      “I don’t want to go anywhere,” Ginny said. “I’m staying with Mama.”

      “Consideration. It is dangerous where we are going. And you are young.”

      “I’m old enough to fight.”

      “Maybe Max is right,” Natalia said, looking at Ginny.

      “Mama—” the girl started to complain.

      “What did I say about you questioning me?” Natalia snapped, silencing her. She looked at Max. “But I have nowhere to put her right now. And I can’t let Hallia go. I need her to fly the ship.”

      “Alternation. I can fly the ship.”

      “No. I need you with me and Hallia on the flight deck. I can’t let Ginny go. She would be all alone out there.”

      “Recommendation. Return her to Harrold.”

      “I don’t want to go back there,” Ginny whined.

      “They’ll kill her if she goes back there. I’m sorry, Max. I would let them go to prove myself to you, but I have to balance our needs and their safety, too. I would be a bad mother if I didn’t. There has to be another way.”

      Max again didn’t answer right away. “Decision. I will assist you for now. I require that you release me.”

      “If I do, how do I know you won’t attack us?”

      “Simplification. Trust is a two-way street. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Natalia smiled and released Max from his invisible bonds, ready to fight back if he decided to try anything. He didn’t, remaining in place despite her release. “Description. We will destroy Grimmel. Then we will find Sheriff Duke. You will apologize. He will apologize. You will be in love again.” Two sharp, red eyes formed on Max’s head. “Then you will release your children, or I will require your destruction. You will not be able to prevent it. Hahahahahaha. Hahahaha. Haha.”

      A chill ran through Natalia, and the pressure in her head subsided for a moment as a sense of fear coursed through her. She understood Intellects better than almost any other human. But Max was unique. Unpredictable. She didn’t believe he would make a threat he wouldn’t follow through on, though she had no idea how he could resist her power. If he already knew Hayden’s method of doing that, she couldn’t have captured him in the first place.

      “Understood,” she said, putting out her hand. “Do we have a deal?”

      Max took her hand and shook firmly. “Affirmation. We have a deal.”
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      “Are you comfortable back there?” Hayden asked, glancing over his shoulder at Corporal Kerrick. He was strapped to the wingtip Hayden cut from the aircraft with his microspear. He and Bennett had also managed to find several seat belts from wrecked aircraft littering the airfield that weren’t dry-rotted and had fashioned them into chest harnesses and tow straps.

      “As comfortable as I’ll ever be strapped to an airplane wing,” the Centurion replied. “Not my idea of luxury travel, I’ll tell you that much.”

      “You’re a clone,” Bennett said, tightening the last of the seatbelts he and Hayden had used to lash the injured man to the makeshift sled. “This should be luxurious compared to what Proxima usually gives you.”

      “They support us just fine. Besides, I love being a Marine,” Kerrick said. “It beats the hell out of siding with the enemy.”

      “The Custodians aren’t on the side of the Relyeh,” Bennett countered. “We’re for humankind.”

      “You have a strange way of showing it, then.”

      “It’s not strange; it’s practical. We can’t defeat the Relyeh or the Axon. If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em. It’s as simple as that.”

      “You don’t believe that bull, do you?”

      “I did once,” Bennett answered. “Not anymore.”

      “Bennett, are you good to go?” Hayden asked.

      “All good here, Sheriff,” he answered, shifting his weight, to test the makeshift skis they had fashioned from some of the aircraft’s sheet metal.

      Hayden shifted his own feet back and forth on the snow just outside the hangar. He rocked his shoulders, adjusting his harness and dug his ski poles—cut from sections of the thin water pipes running around the base of the hangar walls—into the snow to gain enough purchase to begin shuffling forward. Bennett did the same beside him, although with his rib injuries, he was more awkward and obviously inexperienced in his form. Even so, they both managed to start making their way south from the hangar, pulling the wing across the snow behind them more easily than they could have slogging through the snow on foot.

      “Where did you learn to ski, Sheriff?” Bennett asked as they turned south, skimming easily across the terrain.

      “From a group of hunters further north, about two years ago now,” Hayden replied. “The skill had been passed down through the generations, along with fiberglass skis and poles that are a lot better than what we’ve got. They used them to range further from the settlement in search of game. The folks in that town saw them as heroes for keeping them well fed. They were happy to teach me to use them.”

      “I didn’t see you carrying any skis on Zorro with you.”

      “I still prefer horseback. You look like you’ve got the synchronization of your skis and poles  down pretty well. Let’s try to speed up our diagonal stride so we can cover ground faster.”

      “Just tell me what to do.”

      Hayden guided Bennett through the motion, but once they had it down, they quickly doubled their speed. But no matter how fast they covered the snowy ground, they were falling further and further behind Natalia, who was covering hundreds of kilometers in just minutes in the starship. But there was nothing they could do about that. They were doing little more than spinning their wheels until they got back to Harrold and could procure some faster transportation back to Cedar City. Once there, he would try to get in touch with Nathan, and through him General Haeri, to see what kind of help he and Bennett could get them. He hated asking Haeri for anything, but in this case, he had no choice.

      Natalia was looking for Grimmel. He didn’t know why. She had the Centurion ship. She could try to connect with Shub’Nigu anytime. But she had chosen to stay and had taken Max prisoner. At least he understood that move. While Bennett wouldn’t have been much help to her regarding Grimmel’s whereabouts, the Intellect possessed tools that could make tracking the Custodian leader much easier.

      He glanced over at Bennett. The clone was sweaty and breathing hard, struggling with the injuries he had sustained during the fight against Natalia and her thralls. Yet, he didn’t lodge a syllable of complaint, dealing with his bruised or cracked ribs in silence and fighting hard to keep the pace.

      “You don’t know where Grimmel is,” Hayden said. “And that’s fine. But what about Nat? Do you have any idea what she’s after?”

      “Why would I know that?” Bennett replied. “She’s the clone of your wife, not mine. Seems like you’d know more about her thinking than I would.”

      “But she’s also carrying Idhra’s protoplasm. Which came from a Custodian lab. It’s obvious to me that Natalia, no matter what her original state of mind was, isn’t in control of that mind anymore. The protoplasm’s got her, if not one hundred percent, then close to it. What do you think it wants?”

      “Probably the same thing you want, Hayden. To destroy Grimmel and the Custodians. And I’m with you on that idea, now.”

      “It can’t be that simple.”

      “Why not? Idhra knows that Grimmel will keep trying to produce a Relyeh until we get one that’s strong enough to claim Earth and attract some attention from the real Ancients. I doubt he wants the competition.”

      “I might go along with that, except Idhra wanted to leave Earth, not subdue it. So why would he care about competition?”

      “I thought you had more experience with Relyeh than anyone else on this planet. From what I understand, every Ancient is battling the rest for domination. That squabble doesn’t begin and end on Earth.”

      “True,” Hayden admitted. “I’ve already helped thin the herd by a few.”

      “Which one of them is the most powerful?”

      “Shub’Nigu, by a long shot. But he doesn’t get involved in the conflicts of his offspring. He doesn’t need to. His dominion is secure. The rest jockey for second fiddle.”

      “And who do you think is winning?”

      “Iagorth,” Hayden replied without hesitation. “It was his pod you thought would be a good idea to bring in for study. We should all be thankful that only a small moiety of him is on Earth, and that it’s submerged beneath the ocean again.” He glared at Bennett. “I can’t believe you were going to try to use it in your experiments.”

      “You say that like I had something to do with it,” Bennett answered. “I might be a Colonel, but I’m still just a foot soldier. A grunt. They don’t ask me what they should study. I get orders, and I carry them out. End of story.”

      “Until now.”

      “Until now,” Bennett agreed. “To be honest, I’m glad you stopped Grimmel from getting his hands on Iagorth’s pod.”

      “You had an Intellect of your own,” Hayden said. “It claimed to be Grimmel.”

      “Not a real Intellect,” Bennett explained. “A reproduction, built from scans of an Intellect’s remains discovered nearly fifty years before the trife arrived, if you can believe that.”

      “I can almost believe it,” Hayden said. “But nothing on Earth at that time could damage an Intellect enough to shut it down.”

      “So maybe something not of Earth did it.”

      “Relyeh?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Why would they be on Earth without an intent to seize control? That’s not their typical M.O.”

      “What if they planned to seize control, but the Intellect got in the way? Who cares? It’s ancient history.”

      “History tends to repeat itself,” Hayden said. “I want to be ready when that day comes.”

      “I think you need to focus on the present first. We need to make it back to Cedar City by nightfall.”

      “That’ll be tough if Harrold doesn’t have any faster transportation. As a small settlement, I’m willing to bet they don’t.”

      “Either way, I’ll be glad to get there so I can rest a bit. My ribs are killing me. I can heal faster than a normal human, but I can’t heal as fast as you can.”

      “You’re doing great,” Hayden said. “I’m impressed.”

      Bennett smiled, huge puffs of cold air visible out of his mouth and nostrils. “Thank you kindly, Sheriff.”

      They fell silent for a couple of minutes, continuing over the snowy landscape. Hayden again looked over at Bennett. “Do you think any of your contacts in the Custodians might know where or how to locate Grimmel? Or might be able to help us understand if Nat wants more than to kill him?”

      “You’re still on that?” Bennett replied. “It’s pretty cut-and-dried if you ask me.”

      “I just don’t trust that it’s so simple. My gut’s telling me there’s something else. Something more.”

      “There’s only one man higher than me in the Custodians. When we get to Cedar City, I can try to wring a little intel out of General Syl, maybe convince him it’s vital to keeping Grimmel safe. But I wouldn’t get my hopes up if I were you. Even if he knows, which I doubt, it’ll take a lot to get him to share. I guess the good news is that Natalia doesn’t know where he is either.”

      “Yet,” Hayden interjected.

      “Yet,” Bennett agreed. “She’ll have to take action in hopes of solving the puzzle. Maybe we can intercept her along the way.”

      “We’d have to know what that action is. We’d also need a much faster ride if we have any chance to catch up. That’s why beating her to Grimmel is our best bet.”

      “And then what? She kicked both our asses, and killed my team. Do you know what they call doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result?

      “Insanity,” Hayden answered. “I don’t plan to do the same thing again.”

      “Then what do you plan?”

      “It’ll be more clear when we get to Cedar City.”

      “Can I get a hint?”

      Hayden smirked at Bennett. He was starting to feel like he was talking with his old friend, rather than an enemy. At his root, this Bennett wasn’t all that different from the one he had known.

      “Neg,” he replied with a laugh, picking up the pace and slogging ahead with a wide grin plastered on his face.
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      The gates protecting Harrold were open when Hayden and Bennett arrived, towing Corporal Kerrick on the makeshift sled. Doctor Castro walked out the gate to greet them, his smile at the Sheriff’s return fading when he saw the injured Centurion and the feeble state of their jerry-built equipment.

      “Sheriff Duke,” he said as Hayden stopped ahead of him. “Did you find Natalia? What happened?”

      “We found her,” Hayden answered. “She’s stronger than I expected.”

      “I told you she is a devil,” Castro said. “To defeat the Sheriff in a fight, maybe Satan himself has possessed her.”

      “Not Satan, but close,” Hayden agreed. “I have a wounded soldier. Can you help him?”

      Doc Castro went behind him to check on Kerrick while Hayden crouched down and released the clamps attaching his feet to the skis. They had frozen tight during the ride, and he had to strain to release them, finally snapping the metal holding them in place.

      “Where are you injured?” Castro asked Kerrick.

      “I was shot in both calves,” he replied. “Sheriff Duke did it.”

      Castro turned back to Hayden. “You shot him, and then brought him here for me?”

      “I didn’t have a choice. I shot him because a demon also possesses him.” Castro took a wary step back from the Centurion. “He’s fine now, so long as Natalia isn’t nearby.”

      “Like a canary in a coal mine, then,” Castro suggested. “We need to bring him into my office where I can look at his wounds.”

      “Pozz. I also need transportation. A horse. A modbox. Anything that’s faster than skiing. Do you have something like that here?”

      Castro shook his head. “I’m sorry, Sheriff. Our hunting party just went out a few hours ago, headed south. They took the horses and won’t be back for a few days. If we had known then that you were on your way here, I’m sure they would have waited.”

      “I didn’t plan to be back like this, either,” Hayden answered, hiding his dismay. “You don’t have any cars in town?”

      “A few old junkers that haven’t run in years. Apparently, Happy was working on restoring one of them, but he didn’t get very far.”

      “Maybe I can help him out,” Bennett offered. “I have some experience with engines.”

      “That would be wonderful,” Castro replied, “if Happy was still alive.” He glanced at Hayden. “He was one of several townsfolk killed during the gunfight with Natalia.”

      “I’m sorry,” Hayden said. “I wish I could have caught up to her before she got here.”

      “I’m sure you would have, had that been possible.” His attention shifted to Bennett. “If you want to look at the car, Happy and his mother lived in that house there.” He pointed to a small home down one of the smaller side streets off main street. Only the corner was visible behind the perimeter wall, the lights still on in the one window they could see. “She was killed too, so the house is empty now. By the way, speaking of empty houses, this town could use a few new families to settle here, if you know of anyone.”

      Hayden’s thoughts immediately turned to Bonnie and her father. Would a home with heat, electricity, and running water convince them to give up their nomadic life? “I might,” he answered.

      “That would be wonderful. I’m sure anyone you recommend would be a tremendous addition to Harrold.”

      “Sheriff, I’m going to look at the car in their garage,” Bennett said.

      “Pozz. I’ll join you once Kerrick is settled with Doc Castro.”

      Bennett nodded and headed off toward Happy’s house.

      “Follow me,” Castro said, guiding Hayden through the heart of Harrold.

      The people on Main Street all stopped what they were doing to stare at him as he dragged the sled down the road behind the doctor. He nodded to as many of them as he could, trying to ignore the idolizing looks in their eyes. He still wasn’t comfortable with their admiration. He didn’t believe he deserved it. Especially now. The danger to these people, to all the people still on Earth, was increasing with every minute Natalia’s clone remained on the lam.

      They made a right at the east end of the settlement. Doc Castro led him to a larger home sitting just off the main thoroughfare, this one with a white-railed porch, three stories tall. Castro went up the steps and into the house while Hayden finally let go of the straps to the sled, crouching over it to unlash Kerrick.

      “I’m sorry I shot you,” he again told the Centurion. “General Haeri and I don’t always see eye-to-eye, but I know the Organization means well. Better than the Custodians, anyway.”

      “I forgive you, Sheriff,” Kerrick replied. “You should know, your exploits haven’t gone unnoticed on Proxima. Not as much among the regular rank and file who have their heads up their selfish asses, but us clones talk about you a lot. You’re an inspiration to us, standing up in the face of adversity. Fighting for what’s right.”

      “I’m glad I can inspire you. Let’s get you inside,” Hayden said, face heating at the compliment as he loosened the last strap, allowing Kerrick to sit up. Hayden crouched and hoisted the Centurion up over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry before standing to climb the steps into the house.

      “In here, Sheriff,” Castro said from a room on the left. Hayden brought Kerrick into a small office surrounded by cabinets. A reclining, motorized seat sat in the room’s center. Castro had his back to them, removing tools from one of the cabinets and placing them on a tray. He turned around. “He’ll need to get out of that armor.”

      “I’ll need help,” Kerrick said. “I can walk you through how to take it all off.”

      “I’ve worn it before,” Hayden replied. “An older model, I think. But it doesn’t look like it’s changed much. The clasps, anyway.”

      It took him a few minutes to get Kerrick out of the armor, stripping him down to his underwear. Like all Centurion clones, Kerrick was a top notch physical specimen, with no body fat and plenty of lean muscle. Castro had finished organizing his materials by the time Hayden helped Kerrick into the seat. Castro adjusted the height to bring Kerrick up to chest level and looked at the small holes, entry and exit, in both of the man’s calves.

      “Your aim is remarkable, Sheriff,” Castro commented, wiping some of the dried blood from the wounds. “Nearly symmetrical on both legs. Another inch to the left and you’d have nicked the fibular arteries. He might have bled out before you got him here. As it is, I’ll need to reconnect the tendons to the bone.”

      “So you can patch me back together, Doc?” Kerrick asked.

      He looked at Kerrick. “To be honest, I’ve never actually done a procedure like this. Only read about it in books.”

      “Sheriff,” Kerrick said, discomforted by the admission.

      “There’s a doctor in Cedar City who has more surgical experience,” Hayden said. “Doc, maybe you can give him fresh wrappings and antibiotics if you have them. Enough to tide us over until we can get him to Hidalgo.”

      Castro smiled. “I know Hidalgo. We apprenticed under the same doctor, and came north together. But it doesn’t make sense to have two doctors in the same town. He’s a better choice for surgery. I’m actually a better choice for livestock. I don’t have any antibiotics, but I can wrap his legs. Get him some warmer clothes. But it might be better for him to stay behind while you go to Cedar City. You can bring or send a car back for him. I know they have a few.”

      “I would, but it’s not safe to leave him with you. Besides, I need him in Cedar City.”

      “I can’t help you fight, Sheriff,” Kerrick said. “Not until I heal.”

      “Pozz. But you can be useful in other ways. I need to find a way to get Idhra’s protoplasm out of Natalia. You’re going to help me.”

      “How? By using me as a lab rat.”

      “You have a better idea? We don’t have a choice.” He looked at Castro. “Patch him up as best you can, Doc. I’m going to check on Bennett.”

      “Sure thing, Sheriff.”

      Hayden left Castro’s office and an unhappy looking Kerrick to head down the road behind Main Street for the home the doctor had pointed out earlier. He was halfway there when Mary appeared on the porch of the home nearest him and offered a big wave.

      “Sheriff Duke! I didn’t know you were back.” She rushed to meet him, slipping on her snow-packed walkway and stumbling into his arms on her approach. He held her while she regained her balance, face beet red from both the cold and the embarrassment. “Sorry, Sheriff. I guess there are worse people to crash into, though.”

      Hayden nodded politely. “Can I help you with something, ma’am?”

      Mary giggled. “Ma’am? Please, Sheriff, it’s Mary. I saw you outside, and thought I would invite you to dinner. It’ll be ready shortly. It’s not much, just some venison stew made from the kill Leon brought in on the last expedition. He’s out with the hunters again now, hoping to bag a few more deer before the next storm.”

      “I heard. I asked Doc Castro for horses, but there aren’t any in town.” He pointed down the street. “My associate, Noah, is looking at the car Happy was working on before he died.”

      “Was murdered, you mean,” Mary corrected. “By that psycho woman who passed through.”

      Hayden didn’t bother trying to explain the situation to her. “In any case, we’re leaving first chance we get. We need to get back to Cedar City asap.”

      “Oh. That’s too bad. What’s the rush?”

      “Lives are at stake,” he answered.

      Her eyes grew big as saucers. “Oh! In that case, I’ll pack the stew. You can take it with you. It’s the least I can do to support your efforts to make this world a better place.”

      “Thank you kindly, ma’am. Mary.”

      She blushed when he used her name. “Stop back here before you leave, I’ll have the stew waiting for you.”

      “Much obliged.”

      Mary smiled, stepping more carefully back toward her house. Hayden had barely started moving himself when he heard shouting from Main Street. Looking in the direction of the cries, he saw the guards on top of the walls rushing toward the east gate, which itself was swinging closed. He looked back at Mary, whose flushed face had paled, her voice trembling as she spoke.

      “I think we’re under attack.”
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      “Go on inside,” Hayden said to Mary. “I’ll find out what’s happening.”

      She didn’t argue, offering a nod before continuing back to her home. Hayden changed direction, running back along the street. Doc Castro intercepted him as he neared the doctor’s office, one of the other villagers at his side.

      “Sheriff,” he said. “There are raiders outside the walls. They sent a man forward to demand food and supplies. They say they have advanced weapons that can reduce our walls to match sticks.”

      “Is that right?” Hayden replied, grimly. He turned to the young man with Castro. “What’s your name?”

      “Jason, Sheriff. It’s an honor to meet you.”

      “I appreciate that, Jason. Can you describe the man to me?”

      “Sure. He’s about my height, slim build, a little sickly looking.”

      “Is he carrying a rifle? Black, about this long, with a light on the side near the stock?”

      Jason smiled. “How’d you know that, Sheriff? That’s exactly what it looks like.”

      Hayden scowled. “I’m going to the gate. Have your people open it on my say-so.”

      “Are you sure you want to do that, Sheriff? He doesn’t look like much, but guns don’t care how big the finger on the trigger is. And his threat seems awful genuine.”

      “It is genuine,” Hayden replied. “Which is why I’m so angry. Open the gates on my signal.”

      “Okay, Sheriff. If that’s what you want. I’ll go tell the guards on the wall.” He rushed off to pass the message along.

      Hayden looked at Castro. “Are you finished with Kerrick?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Go on back inside and finish up with him. I’ll take care of this. There won’t be any threat to Harrold once I’m done.”

      Castro smiled. “I’m glad you’re here. I won’t worry about it at all.” He hurried back into his house.

      Hayden made for the front gate, his jaw clenched, his gut on fire. He didn’t need this kind of distraction right now, but at least he would get a cart and at least two horses out of it.

      Reaching the front gate, he heard Fisk shouting at the guards on the walkway at the wall’s top. “Are you going to send your Mayor out soon? I’m getting awful impatient standing out here in the cold.”

      Hayden met Jason’s eyes as the young man looked down on him from the top of the wall. He nodded to the kid, who nodded back and tapped one of the guards on the shoulder.

      “He’s here now,” the guard shouted back at Fisk. “We’re opening the gate.”

      “It’s about damn time.”

      The two sides of the gate began swinging outward. Hayden walked in step down the center of them as they opened,stopping halfway between the gate and where Fisk stood alone along the roadway, squinting to get a better look at who the people of Harrold had sent out to parlay with him. When he realized who he was dealing with, his jaw went slack, and the barrel of the plasma rifle Hayden had gifted him drooped toward the ground.

      “Fisk,” Hayden said, starting forward again. “What did I tell you?”

      “Sh…Sheriff Duke,” the man replied, shaking visibly. “I…uh…I didn’t expect you to be here.”

      “Obviously.” Hayden stepped up to the man, putting out his hand. “Give it to me.”

      “Sheriff,” he beseeched, his eyes imploring. “Please. We’ll leave witho—”

      “Hand it over, Fisk.”

      He reluctantly slapped the rifle into Hayden’s outstretched hand. “We lost one of the wagons during the storm, and we’re running low on supplies. We don’t usually go after settlements, Sheriff. I swear. But we were desperate.”

      “So you decided to use the guns I gave you in exactly the way I told you not to use them,” Hayden growled back. “These are good folks, Fisk. If you had asked, they would have given what they could spare. I know that for a fact.”

      “You’ve wandered all over the badlands, Sheriff. You know most places aren’t like that, and it isn’t smart to take chances.”

      “You’ve managed to live off the land for a long time. Until I gave you these rifles, as a matter of fact. Call in the rest of your people. I want all of the guns returned.”

      “Sheriff,” Fisk complained. “I’ve got this place surrounded. One signal, and I could have you shot dead where you stand.”

      “Do you really believe anyone in your group would be fool enough to take that shot?” Hayden countered, unconcerned. “Because if you do, go ahead. You’ll be the first one to die.”

      Fisk’s lip quivered for a moment before he submitted. “Dang it, Sheriff. We weren’t going to hurt anybody.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Hayden said. “Call them in.”

      Fisk sighed and turned around, picking a walkie-talkie from his coat pocket. “Hector, Tommy, Jake, come on in. It’s Sheriff Duke.”

      The three men, plus a dozen more, moved out from the trees on either side of the roadway, far enough away to have approached the gate unseen. Rather than look menacing, they waved to Hayden. Hector ran through the snow to reach him.

      “Sheriff, where’s Bonnie?” he asked. “Is she safe?”

      “Pozz. Bonnie’s in Cedar City with Doc Hidalgo. He had to amputate her foot, but she’s getting a replacement that’ll put her organic limb to shame.” He turned back to Fisk. “Speaking of which, you were supposed to stay put so I could return her to you.”

      “I wanted to stay, Sheriff,” Hector said. “He insisted we needed to keep moving.”

      “Because our supplies were getting low,” Fisk said in defense.

      “It would have only been another day or two,” Hector countered.

      “I’m in charge, Hector,” Fisk said. “If you don’t like it, you can stay behind.”

      “Maybe I will. I shouldn’t have followed you in the first place.” He looked at Hayden. “When can I see her, Sheriff?”

      “I was actually on my way back to Cedar City,” Hayden replied. “You’re welcome to join me.” He looked at Fisk. “All of you are.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff,” Fisk said. “But we’re headed west.”

      “Are you sure? It might do you some good to settle for a while. And Harrold is looking to bolster their population.”

      “We’re headed west,” he repeated.

      “Suit yourself. Just turn over your guns first.”

      The other men had reached them by then. Two more and then several others stepped up to express a desire to stay.

      “At least until the thaw,” one of them said.

      “No,” Fisk snapped. “It’s warmer out west. That’s where we’re going.”

      “Without guns? Without supplies?” Hector said. “We’ve depended on you for a while now, Fisk, but I think being in charge is going to your head. You’d rather leave us cold and hungry than listen to anyone else.”

      “I know what’s best,” Fisk insisted. “That’s why.”

      “I don’t think you do,” Tommy said. “Matter of fact, I’ve decided I don’t answer to you anymore.”

      “Me, neither,” Jake said. “I said we shouldn’t threaten any settlements, but you wouldn’t listen to me.”

      “You don’t listen to anyone anymore,” Hector added.

      “Sheriff!”

      Hayden looked back over his shoulder at Bennett, coming his way. His fatigues were stained with grease, his hands filthy. Hayden left Fisk and his nomads to argue with one another, meeting Bennett just inside the gate.

      “What’s the word on the car?” he asked.

      Bennett shook his head. “Too far gone to save,” he replied. “Unless you have a spare transmission sitting around.”

      “Doubtful.”

      “So I guess we’re skiing back to Cedar City?”

      Hayden smirked and motioned to the nomads. “Neg. My pardner here brought us a ride.” He raised his voice. “Isn’t that right, Fisk?”

      The nomads quieted immediately. Fisk looked at Hayden. “Isn’t what, right, Sheriff?”

      “I need three of your strongest horses.”

      “Sheriff, I can’t—” Fisk started.

      “Sheriff, Fisk isn’t in charge any more,” Hector said. “If you meant what you said about the villagers having us, we’d like to make camp here for a while to see if we might like to settle here.”

      “The invitation is good.” He noticed Fisk’s defeated expression. At least he had accepted his loss of command without making any more of a scene. “But you’ll need to turn your weapons over to them.”

      “Consider it done,” Tommy said.

      “Agreed,” Jake added.

      “We’ll need to leave right away,” Hayden told Hector.

      “I’ll get four horses ready, right away,” he replied.

      “Four? I only need three.”

      Hector smiled. “I know, but I’ll need a horse, too. You didn’t think I would stay behind, did you?”

      Hayden returned his grin. “I suppose not. Thank you, kindly, Hector.”

      “No, Sheriff. Thank you for saving my baby girl. This is the least we can do to help. I can’t wait to see her again.”

      “You will. Soon.” Bennett’s laughter drew Hayden’s attention. “What’s so funny?”

      “This,” Bennett replied, waving his hand back and forth in front of the raiders. “You’ve got the best luck I’ve ever seen. It’s like the fates provide you with whatever you need whenever you need it.”

      “Believe me, I’ve had more than my fair share of bad luck, too. It’s nice to mix in a little good now and then. I just hope not to spend it all before we catch up to Nat.”
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      “Direction. That is the location.” Max pointed to a spot on the topographic map projected against the starship’s front surround. A red x appeared on the map at the tip of his finger.

      “How did you just do that?” Hallia asked, looking back at the Intellect.

      Max laughed in response, but didn’t offer any other explanation of his ability to wirelessly hack into the ship’s systems to add the marker.

      “Grimmel is there?” Natalia asked in disbelief. “I’m sure what we’re looking for is further north.”

      “Question,” Max answered. “If you do not know the location, how can you be sure?”

      Natalia considered his response. She wasn’t even sure how she knew. She just knew. “How can you be sure?” she asked, turning the question back on Max. “I don’t see any signs of human activity.”

      “Correction. I have not located Grimmel. I require additional data. I have tuned this craft’s sensors to detect anomalies in frequency patterns in the cables below. While the differences are too fine for the system to identify, I have augmented the processing computer with my internal subroutines.”

      “You’re able to detect data transmissions?” Natalia asked, her experience allowing her to decipher his explanation with ease.

      “Affirmation. Measurements in the signal strength suggest transmission occurs where x marks the spot. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “How do you know the Custodians are responsible for the transmission?”

      “Negation. I do not.”

      Natalia did her best to temper a sudden fury that rose within her, the pressure on her head increasing along with it. “You could be sending us on a wild goose chase. We have no evidence those transmissions have anything to do with Grimmel.”

      “Calculation. There is an eighty-seven percent probability my decision is correct. You will not find better odds on your own. I am a good pardner. Agreement. I am helping Natalia Duke.”

      She glanced at the Intellect, exhaling her anger. “I suppose you’re right about that. Hal, bring us in.”

      “Yes, Mama.”

      Hallia guided the dropship toward Max’s mark, the empty landscape giving way to what had clearly once been a city. Handfuls of skyscrapers jutted out of the snow and speared the sky, still in decent condition considering their age. The same could be said of the hundreds of smaller structures surrounding the downtown corridor. Most remained standing, though time and the elements had taken their toll, leaving roofs and walls collapsed and buried beneath the recent snow. A portion of the buildings showed signs of repair, fresher mortar and wooden reinforcements helping keep them upright and proving that people had inhabited them in the recent past.

      Ahead of them, a river wound through the city, all the bridges across it nothing more than heaps of broken, rusty girders lying twisted in the water. Since the trife had a deathly fear of water they wouldn’t so much as dip a foot in it, blowing bridges to cut off one side of a city from the other had been a common tactic to limit their attacks.

      Surprisingly, Max’s marker wasn’t adjacent to the river, but rather positioned in it. The x sat directly over a small, semi-circular structure once connected to the far shoreline via a narrow bridge that now lay in the water. The building sat well above the water line, supported by a thick, triangular column rising out of the river. The structure and the column below it could easily hide an entrance and stairway down into an underground facility, as Max’s fine-tuned sensors implied.

      “Set us down there,” Natalia ordered, pointing to a field between the isolated structure and a large, oddly-shaped building that reminded her of a shell.

      “Yes, Mama,” Hallia repeated, side-slipping the starship in only a few meters above the ground before landing it with expert ease.

      “You and Ginny wait here,” Natalia said as Hallia powered down the reactor. “Max and I will look for the source of the signal.”

      “I want to come,” Ginny complained from her seat in the center of the ship.

      “I need you to protect the ship,” Natalia replied.

      “Protect it from what? There’s nobody here.”

      “What did I say about questioning me?” Natalia snapped, quieting the girl. She pouted but remained in her seat as Natalia collected a rifle and joined Max at the exterior hatch. The Intellect opened it and stepped out into snow deep enough to be level with the hatch. The Intellect laughed as he sank to his knees.

      “Calefaction,” he said, putting his hands out in front of him. Beams of energy struck the snow, quickly melting it and freeing himself. “Follow Max.”

      Natalia jumped out of the ship behind the Intellect, impressed by the Axon’s ability to clear the snow from their path as they advanced toward the river. A ten meter gap separated the building from the shore.She and Max paused at the rubble where the bridge had once been.

      “How do we get across?” she asked.

      Max held out his arms. “Gambolation. I will jump across. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Gambolation isn’t a word,” Natalia said as she allowed the Intellect to pick her up. Max laughed harder, squatting slightly before pushing off from the ground with inhuman strength. He had calculated the distance perfectly, arcing over the water and landing smoothly on the platform surrounding the building.

      “Arrival,” he announced, releasing Natalia without warning.

      She grunted, stumbling forward and almost landing on her backside before she could right herself and spin on Max. Her face twisted in rage, and she grabbed him telekinetically, holding him in place. “We had a deal,” she snapped.

      “Reparation. I mean you no harm. I am a good pardner.” She let him go. He raised his hands in surrender, his oval head gaining definition as he took on the appearance of the Bennett clone who was helping Hayden. “Exploration. This way.”

      He melted a path to the front of the building, its entire face still intact, windows and all. A sign hung crookedly from the side of the building, suggesting it had once been a restaurant.

      “This can’t be right,” Natalia said, head swiveling from the sign to Max.

      “Confirmation. I am correct.”

      Natalia still didn’t believe him, but there was only one way to know for sure. “Lead the way.”

      Max pulled on the door. It wasn’t locked. They entered the restaurant, circling the hostess counter to the dining room. The tables and chairs, many of them overturned, were scattered around the room, the carpeting covered in mold from leaks in the roof. Natalia held her breath to keep the musty odor from making her sick as she scanned the room, growing more dubious about Max’s intentions with each passing second.

      The Intellect crossed the floor to the doors leading into the kitchen. She followed him, not breathing until they entered the back room.

      “Declination,” Max announced from the back corner of the space. He crouched and lifted a trap door leading to a stairwell, propping it open before starting down the steps. Natalia trailed behind him, descending into a storage area. Open and empty cardboard boxes were piled in the corners. The shelves were bare, the contents looted centuries earlier.

      Natalia grabbed Max again, telekinetically binding his arms at his sides.

      “Confusion,” Max complained.

      “Whatever you’re trying to pull, I don’t appreciate it, Max.”

      “Negation. No deception. Observation.” He lowered his head. A red beam of light expanded out from his face, covering the center of the storage area floor. The beam cut through the concrete foundation, revealing a hatch underneath.

      Natalia released Max immediately. “Unbelievable,” she whispered.

      Max laughed as he crouched and tapped on the floor, where Natalia now noticed scores in the surface. The Intellect ran his fingers multiple times along the scores, to no effect.

      “Complication,” he said. “I do not know the combination.”

      “Move aside,” she replied. “We don’t need a combination.”

      Max stepped away from the floor. Natalia reached out with her incredible power of mind, pulling on the segment of concrete covering the hatch. It resisted at first, more than just the weight of the slab holding it in place. Increasing her efforts, she began to sweat as she tugged, the pressure on her temples becoming nearly unbearable. Finally, the slab gave way with a loud crack, the square chunk rising out of the floor. Natalia cast it aside, releasing it with a gasp. She slumped to her knees. Immediately aware of her vulnerable state, she whipped her gaze to Max.

      He could have disabled her then, and they both knew it. But Max didn’t attack. Instead, he returned to the hatch, crouching to force aside the iron cover he found there. The effort revealed a shaft, with a ladder bolted to the side, disappearing into darkness.

      Natalia smiled at the Intellect. It appeared they really were working together after all. “Nice work, Max.”

      “I am a good pardner,” Max repeated. “My word is my bond. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Declination?” Natalia asked.

      “Affirmation,” Max answered.

      Natalia followed him onto the ladder, and they both began to descend.
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      The ladder ended, by Natalia’s estimation, nearly a hundred meters beneath the river at a small antechamber. Releasing the final rung and standing beside Max, she found herself in front of a sealed blast door that no doubt led into a larger underground facility. Glancing at Max, she was surprised to see an excited expression on his Bennett face, lips parted ahead of a toothless and throatless, grin. She was just glad he had stopped laughing.

      “Are you picking anything up on your sensors?” she whispered.

      “Negation. Automation. This compound is uninhabited.”

      “Uninhabited? What purpose does an empty base serve?”

      “Curiosity. We will find out.” He wedged the fingers of both hands into the seam between the two sliding doors, slowly pulling them apart. “Penetration. Ladies and clones first. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Natalia scowled at his comment at the same time she ducked beneath his arm and slipped into the facility. Max rotated his arms to keep the doors open as he stepped through the opening. He let the doors slam closed behind him with a metallic clang that echoed in the new corridor. Dim overhead lighting revealed a wall directly in front of them. The hallway in each direction stretched on for nearly fifty meters before any sign of a direction change. She could only imagine the resources it had taken to build a place like this, and she had barely scratched the surface.

      “It smells like ozone in here,” she said, the ionized odor thick in her nostrils.

      “Affirmation. Sterilization. The air is pure, to prevent damage to the computers inside.”

      “Which way to the data signal?”

      “Disorientation. The signal is gone.”

      The statement raised the hair on Natalia’s arms. “What do you mean, gone?” The lights went out before Max could answer, and they stood there in the pitch black. A light tapping echoed down the passageway on their left. It sounded like footsteps. “Max, you just said the compound was uninhabited.”

      “Alteration. Perhaps I was incorrect. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “This isn’t funny, Max. I can’t see a thing.”

      “Opposition. Disagreement. It is very funny. Remain behind me.”

      “I don’t even know where you are.”

      Max’s eyes lit up. Instead of red, this time they were a bright yellow, illuminating the corridor ahead of them as a small, spider-like robot rounded the corner at the end of the passageway. Seeing them, it immediately charged, rushing forward with abandon on six thin, silvery legs. Max raised the palm of his left hand toward it and fired an energy beam, slicing it neatly in half. The two halves fell apart, each foot trying to ambulate for a few seconds before grinding to a stop.

      “Of course, Grimmel didn’t leave this place undefended,” Natalia said. “I bet there are more of them.” She could already hear the light clicking of more spindly legs against the metal floor.

      “Affirmation,” Max agreed. “They are simple machines. They do not pose a threat, yet we require their destruction.”

      A second robot came around the corner, barely making the turn before Max blasted it. A third and fourth appeared, and he destroyed them too. No more spider-bots appeared, and she didn’t hear any additional movement behind them.

      “Easy enough,” she said.

      “Deduction. The bots defend the important part of the facility.”

      “I agree.”

      Listening intently for the sounds of a fresh wave of defenders, Natalia trailed Max down the corridor. The hairs prickling at the back of her neck had her glancing over her shoulder every so often. Not that she could see much through the dense darkness behind her. If there were any machines in here that could move silently, they could close within a few meters without her knowing. Then again, Max’s sensors should be able to detect them.

      “Can you detect any spiders coming up behind us?” she asked.

      “Negation,” he replied, surprising her. “It is noisy in here.”

      “You mean electrically?”

      “Unclear.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Unclear. Hahahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      Natalia sighed. Of course, Max would choose now to be as obtuse as possible.

      They reached the end of the corridor, which turned left and ended at a doorway that opened vertically. The bottom was slightly raised off the floor, which allowed the spider-bots to slip through. Natalia pointed her rifle at it. Even with Idhra’s protoplasm at her disposal, the nature of this place made her uneasy.

      Max crouched to grip the bottom of the door and forced it upward. The resistant mechanism groaned in complaint as it opened into a large control room holding a handful of work stations facing a glass wall. The filtration system had kept the entire room dust-free and immaculate for however long it had been in use.

      An open set of a dozen stairs led down beneath the glass wall, though it wasn’t immediately clear to Natalia what awaited them in the cavern on the other side of the glass. Between the poor angle of view through the transparency and the nearly non-existent light inside the space, she could barely make out the carved rock ceiling and three huge pipes that ran along the far wall. Considering the facility still had power, she assumed some of the river water was being diverted down here to generate electricity.

      “Fascination,” Max said in response to the room. He released the door, which remained open behind them as he approached one of the workstations. Tapping on the keyboard activated the monitor, revealing a login screen and the Grimmel Corporation logo. “Confirmation. This belongs to Grimmel.”

      “Do you know the password?”

      “Negation. Do you?”

      “No. I assume you can crack it.”

      “Confirmation. I will not.”

      “What?” Natalia snapped. “That’s why we’re here.”

      “Negation. We are here to utilize the network communications links to triangulate the source of the communications. We do not require specific data. We require measurements from origin to termination.”

      Natalia nodded. “I see. We need to find the primary networking server, then?”

      “Affirmation.”

      “Down there, I imagine.” She pointed to the steps.

      “Agreement.”

      She crossed the room to the window to take a closer look into the space below. She could see now that water surrounded a platform in the cavern’s center, flowing beneath the narrow bridge leading from the door at the bottom of the steps to a large black box on the platform. A series of flashing lights along the box’s surface indicated it was powered on and operational.

      Natalia could make out hundreds of submerged machines lining the perimeter of the submerged floor. Thousands of cables connected one to another and to the primary black box. The facility wasn’t only using the water for power, but also for cooling. No doubt it was being purified before entering the room. Without the purification process, sediment and chemicals would have destroyed the machines long ago.

      “Recollection,” Max said, standing beside her. “A primitive Axon datastack. Assumption. The density is not comparable, but the concept is similar.”

      “Where would Grimmel get the designs for an Axon datastack?”

      “Conclusion. From an Axon. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Why did I even ask? I assume the signal we’re looking for is coming from that box?”

      “Negation. Aggregation. The box is the processing center for the connected servers. I require a bath.”

      “Can you swim?”

      “Affirmation.” Max slid his fingers into the seam of the door to pull it aside. The moment it was forcefully shifted, the door into the room fell closed with a loud clang. Other clangs followed, echoing from different directions and depths. Looking up and to the right, Natalia watched a panel slide away from the wall, revealing a dark shaft. A spider-bot immediately scrambled out of the darkness and leaped at her.

      Max jumped in front of her, his hand quickly elongating into a blade. He sliced the bot cleanly in half, the two pieces bouncing off his chest and tumbling down the remaining steps to the floor.

      “Disruption,” he said. “I believe I have triggered the defenses.”

      A second panel on the opposite wall moved aside, and two more spider-bots emerged, ambling to the shaft’s edge. As an additional two flanked them from the other side, Natalia slammed the first pair together, and then the second, with enough telekinetic force to crush all four. No sooner had they fallen into the water than more of the small machines skittered out of the open shafts. Worse yet, the entry door again lifted from the floor, revealing a flood of spider-bots lined up behind it.

      “Miscalculation,” Max added. “Perhaps these machines pose a threat after all. Hahahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”
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      “Go trace the source of the network communications,” Natalia said as the army of spider-bots advanced into the cavern from three sides. The machines from the flanks climbed down the walls, quickly turning into a river on churning metal legs. “I’ll hold them back.”

      “Confirmation,” Max agreed, pushing the door open the rest of the way. He wedged his blade hand into the top corner and snapped part of his appendage off, using it to prevent the door from closing again. His entire skin shifted, redistributing material to form a new hand. “Expedition. I will be fast.”

      He sprinted down the steps into the cavern, Natalia used her telekinesis to pull the entry door closed behind her before taking up position at the top of the steps. She expected Max to dive smoothly into the water. Instead, he launched himself upward and tucked his legs in, cannonballing into the pool and disappearing beneath the surface.

      She returned her attention to the spiders coming from the left side. Switching her plasma rifle to stream, she launched a gout of superheated gas at the bots, melting an entire handful before swinging back the other way and spreading plasma over the opposite flank. Destroying dozens of spider-bots in seconds, it was barely enough to slow the tide. 

      More machines emerged from the shafts, showing an immediate and obvious ability to learn from her actions. Rather than climb down together, they spread out in every direction when they reached the wall, scattering to prevent her stream from destroying more than one or two at a time. Since they were on both sides, she couldn’t pay too much attention to one group without the other increasing in number.

      And that was without the additional dozens of spider-bots trapped behind the door, which again slid open far enough for the small bots to enter the moment she released it from her telekinetic grip.

      She glanced over her shoulder, looking for Max. The sooner he finished what he was doing, the sooner they could leave. She had enough plasma charge and mental energy to obliterate the spider-bots as they forced their way into the room, but not if he took too long.

      Pivoting in a sweeping motion, Natalia fired gouts of plasma at the bots as they closed in on her, melting many of them away. Still learning, they spread onto the ceiling and along the walls, trying to circle behind her. Fortunately, they didn’t seem to be able to cling to the glass, so they approached beneath it, extending needle-like protrusions from their anteriors as they neared her. Looking sharp enough to punch through combat armor, the needles would no doubt deliver something dangerous to her bloodstream should they pierce her skin. 

      The rifle went dry, and the spider-bots didn’t waste their chance. Dozens immediately rushed forward from every direction, leaping at her by the handfuls. She deflected the first group with her telekinesis, sending some of them crashing into others on the walls and floor, but there were too many for her to keep them at bay for long. Instead, she backed down the steps into the cavern. A quick thought yanked Max’s wedge from the door, and it started sliding closed.

      One of the spiders sacrificed itself by pausing in the frame, catching the brunt of the closing door. Slightly crushed by the impact, it remained intact enough to provide space for the other spider-bots to scramble over the top of it and through the door. Natalia tried to dislodge it with her mind, only to have additional machines take up positions in the doorway, too many for her to move them all. 

      She backpedaled, discarding her spent plasma cell and replacing it with one from the pocket of her coat. Fully recharged, she burned the bots that had already cleared the doorway and poured down the steps before sweeping the plasma up over the floor. Finally, she was able to push them back enough for the door to fully close. She immediately slumped on the bridge. The pressure in her head was intense, leaving her temples throbbing. 

      “Max!” she shouted, looking into the water. She saw the Intellect at the bottom of the pool, beside one of the many submerged computers. It looked as though he had narrowed one of his fingers enough to sink it into the machine. Hopefully, he was collecting the data they needed to make their way to Grimmel.

      He didn’t respond to her shout, unable to hear her beneath the surface. She sighed impatiently, returning her attention to the door. The spider-bots didn’t appear to be making an effort to open it. Instead, she saw them gathering near the window. Unable to scale the glass, they appeared to be piling on top of one another by the dozens, obscuring her view into the room. At first, it seemed almost comical. But after the machines had almost fully blotted out her limited view of the control room, she decided the activity wasn’t a case of artificial intelligence gone awry.

      The spider-bots were up to something, and she didn’t like it.

      “Come on, Max,” she hissed, looking into the water again. He had connected to the server. How long did he need to trace the signal? 

      Her attention went back to the window. The spider-bots had all gone still, piled high along the front of the glass. Instinct turned her attention to the door. She already expected something bigger and meaner to come through. An extra-large spider-bot seemed logical.

      The door didn’t open. It exploded inward, nearly killing her before she could react. In fact, she didn’t react. The protoplasm did, seizing control of her mind and pushing the steel projective aside before it could connect. The door plunged into the pool, while the Intellect behind it raised its palms in her direction, unleashing twin energy beams.

      They would have killed her too had the protoplasm not dragged her aside, its connection to her nervous system much quicker than the signal linking her eyes, brain, muscles. She twirled away from the beams, pirouetting cleanly and slamming the Intellect with a telekinetic punch that knocked it down on the steps and pinned it there. If it was the only enemy she had to fight, she might have defeated it quickly. But the spider-bots poured in through the now open door, hundreds of them forming a solid line as they dropped from either side of the Intellect.

      With her body back under her control, Natalia swung the plasma rifle up and opened fire, destroying the first bots that came too close. The switch from her telekinetic power to her rifle broke her hold on the Intellect, though, and it bounced back to its feet, prepared to again open fire on her. She didn’t give it the chance, catching it with her power again and throwing it from side to side in the stairwell. The move knocked it off the opposite walls multiple times while she hastily backpedaled from the spider-bots. The Intellect couldn’t resist her power, but she also couldn’t cause any lasting damage to it this way. 

      She risked a glance to where Max stood at the bottom of the pool. He remained in the same position, nowhere close to helping her in the fight. She had no choice but to continue backing up until she reached the platform, her back pressed against the aggregator. The machine was warm to the touch, but not scalding hot like she might have expected. Whatever it was aggregating, it wasn’t burning a lot of energy to do it. Maybe the computers in the datastack had already completed their work, and were idling while they waited for new instructions. But then, why would they be sending and receiving data?

      She finally released the Intellect from her grip, but only because the pain in her head had become too intense to concentrate. She slumped against the aggregator, spewing plasma toward the oncoming spider-bots, burning through them and her cell charge in rapid time. 

      The Intellect walked toward her unhurriedly, no longer threatening her with energy beams. She assumed it was because it didn’t want to risk hitting the machine behind her. Instead, it bided its time while she expended all of her ammunition. At that point, both it and the spider-bots would have the upper hand.

      And there was nothing she could do about it.

      She lamented leaving Ginny behind. The girl’s whining and lack of respect had been getting on her nerves, but Natalia couldn’t argue she was useful in a fight. As the last of her spare plasma cell emptied and her rifle stopped firing, a cold dread wound its way into her thoughts. She was going to die, her goals unfulfilled. 

      Idhra’s goals, unfulfilled.

      She tried to counter that thought, but the pressure in her head increased, causing her to cry out in pain. Her vision blurred, making it harder for her to see the Intellect as it closed within striking distance. The spider-bots pulled back to give it space, responding to its unspoken orders. It didn’t matter if the protoplasm wanted to be in control. Not any more. It would die when she did. Maybe it didn’t want to accept that truth, but the pressure was too intense for her to do anything. 

      The Intellect reached her, the faceless form of its oblong head looming over her, its arm drawing back and forming into a long blade to run her through. She didn’t move. Couldn’t move. Her entire body was too locked up to do anything. And her head hurt so much.

      The pain and pressure vanished instantly, her mind immediately clearing, her body no longer paralyzed. She slipped sideways as the Intellect’s blade stabbed forward, pulled to stop just as the tip scraped the shell of the aggregator. Natalia grabbed the muzzle of her rifle and swung the stock at the Intellect, smashing it in the head. It barely reacted, rotating its body so it could try to stab her again. 

      Despite her desperate effort to survive, Natalia also recognized a sense of clarity and freedom she hadn’t felt in some time. Maybe ever. The pressure in her head had faded completely, the protoplasm giving up all control so she could save both her life and its. For the first time, she could see Idhra’s gift for what it was. A poison tainting her memories, keeping her confused and imprisoned. Hayden. She had nearly killed Hayden. How could she do that? And Miri. What had she done?

      She had no more time for those thoughts. She barely avoided the Intellect’s blade a second time as she circled the aggregator, trying to stay away from it. The spider-bots started moving again, seeking to cut her off. The protoplasm had released her so they might live, but they were still both going to die.

      The spider-bots blocked her escape. She froze, facing the Intellect, which drew back its arm a third time, certain of its victory. Natalia closed her eyes, her mind switching to her memories of Hayden, Hallia, and Ginny. Her real memories of how they were the day before she died. She didn’t hate Hayden for leaving her unprotected. She loved him for who he was and the job he had gone to do. 

      She always had.

      The killing blow never came. Instead, a splash preceded a loud thud. Natalia opened her eyes and found the Intellect’s body slumped to the platform, separated from its head. It had been severed by the metal door, now embedded into the side of the aggregator. Max exploded from the water, landing between her and the spider-bots, which remained frozen in place. 

      “Emancipation!” Max exclaimed. “Natalia Duke, are you well?”

      “Max,” Natalia said, tears springing to her eyes. “Hayden. I need to see Hayden.”

      “Confusion. Curiosity. You are different.” 

      Natalia smiled weakly. “I want Hayden. I want my husband.” The tears flowed freely, but only for a moment. Like a vice, the pressure returned. The clarity vanished. She stiffened upright. “I want him, so I can kill him.”

      Max’s expression didn’t change. Neither did his tone. “Correction. You are the same. Hahahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Did you get what we came for?” she asked.

      “Affirmation.”

      She looked down at the beheaded Intellect before kicking it hard enough to knock it into the water. The truth faded like the Intellect’s body sinking into the pool. “In that case, I have a date with Grimmel.”
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      Hayden patted the horse affectionately on the neck that Hector had supplied him, speaking softly to the gray gelding as he and his group entered the outskirts of Cedar City. “Almost there, and then you can rest. You’re a fine horse, and I appreciate the ride.”

      The horse snorted, breathing heavily from its hard journey across the snowy plains between Harrold and the larger settlement. Hayden hadn’t expected such fine animals when he requested the mounts from the nomads. The ability to keep moving within minimal breaks had gotten them back hours ahead of his original estimate.

      Hours they sorely needed.

      With improved weather, a lot more residents came out on the streets as Hayden led his group through town, heading straight for the bridge and Doc Hidalgo’s place. They paused to gawk as he passed, paying much more attention to him than they had the first two times he had come to the city. No doubt, Tiger had spread word of his presence after he’d gone, and now everyone in the settlement seemed to know who he was. Enough so that by the time he and his group reached the guards on the bridge, they simply tipped their hats to him and stepped aside, allowing him silent passage without shooting at him this time. He nodded back as he rode past, Hidalgo’s home coming into view to the right, just down from the crossing.

      “I need to tell you again how grateful I am, Sheriff,” Hector said, bringing his horse forward to fall in beside Hayden. “I’m so excited to see Bonnie again, I can barely stand it.”

      Hayden smiled in response to the man’s excitement. “I’m happy to be of service. And I’m sure she’ll be excited to see you, too.” He looked back at Corporal Kerrick, bringing up the rear beside Bennett. “How are your legs?”

      “I probably still can’t put any weight on them, but at least they don’t hurt nearly as much,” Kerrick replied.

      “I’m sure Doc Hidalgo will send Darcy out with a gurney. Just hold tight.”

      “Not a problem, Sheriff.”

      They reached the house a couple of minutes later. The guard Hayden had scared away the other night had somehow managed not to be fired by the cantankerous doctor. He stood in front of the door to the home, hand resting on his pistol, doing his best not to shiver as Hayden dismounted and walked toward him.

      “My name is Sheriff Hayden Duke. I’m here to see Doc Hidalgo and Bonnie.”

      “R…right away, Sheriff,” the man replied. He ducked into the house, closing the door behind him. Hector and Bennett joined him just outside the door.

      The guard returned with Darcy, who smiled and blushed the moment she saw Hayden. “Sheriff Duke,” she said almost breathlessly. “You’re back so soon.”

      “Hello, Darcy,” he replied, tipping his hat. “To be honest, I’d prefer to be closer to my goal than retracing my steps, but I need to speak to your father. And Hector here is ready to jump out of his boots to see his daughter.”

      She looked at Hector. “You’re Bonnie’s father?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied. “Can I see her?”

      Darcy frowned. “I’m afraid she isn’t here. Lyla brought her back to her warehouse after she finished the replacement surgery. It was Bonnie’s idea. For reasons beyond my understanding, she took a liking to Lyla.” She paused when she noticed Bennett. “Didn’t you leave in a helicopter? And now you’re on horseback?”

      “It’s a long story,” Hayden said before turning to Hector. “We’ll swing over to Lyla’s as soon as I’m finished with Doc Hidalgo. I’m sure Lyla’s taking good care of her.”

      Hector nodded impatiently. “Okay, Sheriff. Just don’t be too long.”

      “Is your father available?” Hayden asked Darcy.

      “He’d prefer not to be, but for you, he is,” she replied with a short laugh. “He’s taking dinner in the dining room. I’ll show you the way.” She glanced at Bennett and Hector. “The two of you are welcome to wait in the foyer.”

      “I’ve got another man with me,” Hayden said. “Corporal Zane Kerrick. I shot him in the legs. He needs your father’s expertise to patch him back together.”

      “Daddy’s not going to be thrilled with the idea of becoming your personal repairman, Sheriff,” Darcy said. “Not that I would mind if you came by more often.”

      “I can pay.”

      She laughed. “Oh, you will. Believe that.” She looked past him to Kerrick. “Corporal? What kind of military does he belong to, that he has a rank?”

      “Proxima Marines,” Hayden answered.

      “He’s an ET?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “It might tickle the old grump to work on an off-worlder. Can he walk?”

      “Neg. He needs surgery to repair the ligaments.”

      “I’ll lead you back and grab a gurney.” She turned to the guard. “Janus, why don’t you fetch some water for these gentlemen?”

      “I’m supposed to guard the door, ma’am,” he replied.

      “Sheriff Duke is here. If there’s trouble, he’ll take care of it.”

      Janus visibly relaxed, grateful to be relieved of his guard duty. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll get them some water right away.” He disappeared into the house.

      “This way,” Darcy said, waving Hayden and the others in behind Janus. Hector and Bennett took seats to wait in the foyer while Hayden followed Darcy straight back through the open hallway. They passed between a twin staircase into a large antechamber with identical double doors on the other three sides of the room. The pair to the left were open, the smell of something delicious wafting out of it. Doc Hidalgo sat with his back to them, a spread fit for a king laid out on the table. “Daddy, Sheriff Duke is here.”

      Hidalgo looked back over his shoulder, mouth still full from his last bite. He waved Hayden over with a fork, swallowing hastily. “Are you hungry,” he asked. “I have more than enough.”

      “If it isn’t too much trouble,” Hayden replied.

      “Of course. Darcy, get Sheriff Duke a plate and some cutlery.”

      “Daddy, the Sheriff brought in a Centurion he shot. I need to get a gurney and wheel him into receiving.”

      Hidalgo groaned. “Sheriff, my hospitality does have limits, you know.”

      “I’m willing to more than compensate you for your trouble,” Hayden replied.

      “That’s what I like to hear. Darcy, hop to it.”

      “What about Corporal Kerrick?”

      “Now!” he snapped, slamming the stem of his fork on the table. The ferocity of the order made Darcy flinch.

      “There’s no reason to be so harsh with her,” Hayden said, spotting the china in a cabinet on the far side of the room. “I can get my own plate and fork.”

      Hidalgo looked embarrassed. “My apologies, Sheriff. The whole ordeal with those armed renegades left me a bit frazzled.”

      “Don’t apologize to me, Gaspar.”

      Hidalgo stared at him for a few seconds before glancing back at his daughter. “Sorry, Darcy,” he said, his apology barely audible. She seemed pleased regardless. Maybe he had never actually apologized to her before.

      “I’ll bring Kerrick right in,” she said before hurrying out of the room.

      Hayden went over to the china cabinet and retrieved some dishes before sitting on Hidalgo’s right. His mouth watered at the sight of the roasted chicken, gravy, potatoes, and other vegetables, and he reached out with his fork to snag some of everything.

      “So, Sheriff. What else can I help you with?” Hidalgo asked.

      “What do you know about the Relyeh?” Hayden replied.

      “Only what you mentioned the last time you were here. Which wasn’t very much.”

      “The man Darcy’s bringing in is infected with what I’ve been referring to as protoplasm. Don’t worry, it’s not contagious. At least, not in the way you might think. The same protoplasm is infecting others, and I need to find a way to destroy it before it can spread beyond my ability to eradicate it. You’re a doctor, and you have a lot of books and equipment. So I thought—”

      “That I can help you figure out what the protoplasm is, and how to destroy it,” Hidalgo finished.

      “Pozz. More specifically, how to destroy it without killing the host. Kerrick is our volunteer test subject.”

      “If you can destroy it by killing the host, why not just go that route?” Hidalgo asked.

      “Aren’t you a doctor?” Hadyen answered.

      “I’m also a pragmatist. Even if I can help you figure out how to target something I know absolutely nothing about to kill it, the process will take weeks to months to years. I’m guessing you don’t have that long.”

      “Neg. Two days, best case.”

      Hidalgo laughed. “Impossible. Go with plan A, Sheriff.”

      “I will if I have to, but I’d rather not. I know for a fact a twelve year–old girl is infected. So is my wife.” He paused, catching himself. “A clone of my wife actually.”

      “And you don’t like the idea of murdering her?”

      “That’s an understatement.”

      “I wish I could share the same sentiment about my ex.” He laughed. “I can take a look, Sheriff, but don’t expect any miracles.”

      “Fair enough. I’ll take whatever you can come up with.”

      Darcy appeared in the antechamber outside the dining room, pushing Kerrick to the operating room on the gurney. Hayden nodded to her, while Hidalgo paid her no mind.

      “Dig in, Sheriff,” he said. “I’ll have Darcy ask Kevin to make up plates for your companions, too.”

      “Thank you kindly, Doc.”

      “Don’t worry, you’re paying for it,” Hidalgo answered seriously. “While you eat, tell me everything you can that might help me figure out what makes this protoplasm stuff tick.”
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      Hayden spent the next hour telling Hidalgo almost all of his experiences with the trife, beginning from his time in Sanisco. He hadn’t realized how much the Hunger had already put him through until he had finished recounting everything that had befallen Earth, along with him and his family. It left him tense and angry, his thoughts turning to Shub’nigu, leader of the Relyeh. Everything fell on the shoulders of the so-called Worldgod. And he remembered Caleb Card’s invitation to join him fighting the enemy beyond Earth. He had always believed the need for his brand of justice was greater here.

      Now, he wasn’t so sure.

      “Some of what you described is beyond belief, Sheriff,” Hidalgo said. “Though I know you have no reason to lie. With terrors like this in the universe…” He shook his head. “A shame about what happened to your wife and children. My sincerest condolences. I understand why you’re so tireless in your pursuit of this enemy.”

      “Thank you,” Hayden replied. “I don’t know if any of that gave you any ideas on how to handle the protoplasm. Anything come to mind?”

      “A few things. I’m particularly interested in the nature of what your wife called the ick and its relation to the Relyeh Collective, and also our earlier discussion on pheromones. Pure speculation, but I believe pheromones may be the link between the main protoplasm, which has taken root in the clone of your wife, and the extensions of protoplasm like what’s currently infecting Corporal Kerrick. I’ll know more once I finish repairing his wounds and have an opportunity to biopsy a sample of his material.” He paused, pursing his lips. “I’m hesitant to say this because I don’t want you to take it the wrong way, but this is the most exciting and intriguing problem I’ve ever been presented with.”

      “Does that mean you’ll tackle it pro bono?”

      Hidalgo laughed. “Not a chance.”

      Hayden smirked and pushed his chair back from the table to stand. “I need answers as quickly as you can provide them.” Unaware of how famished he’d become until he’d started eating, he had cleaned his plate and enjoyed seconds that had all but left most of the serving platters bare. Not to mention that Kevin was an incredible cook.

      Hidalgo dropped his napkin on his bare plate and stood up as well. “I’ll start Kerrick’s surgery right away. It’ll take an hour or two to repair the ligaments, and another hour to run some preliminary tests. That’s as fast as I can work with the equipment I have.”

      “Pozz. I’m headed over to Lyla’s. I’ll ask her if she has anything that might help speed you along.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff. Can you see yourself out? I assume Darcy is prepping Kerrick right now.”

      “I know the way,” Hayden answered. “Thank you and Kevin for the meal. It was the best I’ve had in quite a while.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Hidalgo stayed with Hadyen until he turned left in the antechamber to go into the operating room. Hayden turned right, returning to the foyer to find Bennett and Hector still loitering there, their empty plates and glasses stacked on one of the tables. At least Hidalgo had fed them, even if they hadn’t been offered more comfortable seating. He was sure if the doctor had realized Bennett was one of the men with him, they would have been forced to eat outside in the cold.

      “How did it go?” Bennett asked.

      “I got what I wanted,” Hayden replied.

      “Are we going to Bonnie now?” Hector asked.

      “Pozz. Hidalgo needs a few hours to patch up Kerrick. And we need to get in touch with New Eden.”

      “You seem pretty confident that Lyla can make that happen,” Bennett remarked.

      “She’s in communication with Halston down south. Her equipment has the range. I just need to get Governor Stacker’s attention.”

      “That shouldn’t be too hard for you. But I still think we’ll have better luck with General Syl. We can warn him that Natalia’s hunting for Grimmel. I’m sure he’ll provide additional backup.”

      Hayden smirked. “As much as I’d like to see you explain to your boss why you’re riding with me again, I don’t see how that works out in our favor. Even if Syl decided to help, he might send you another rickety old chopper to ferry us wherever we need to go. Nathan can do better than that.”

      “But will he?”

      

      “I aim to find out.” He led Bennett and Hector outside, where Janus had taken to tending the horses. He glanced at Hayden and quickly looked away, clearly intimidated. “Your horses are fed and watered, Sheriff,” the young man said without looking at him. “But they’re still awful tired.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden agreed. “I don’t plan to ride them hard or far. Just over to Lyla’s across town.”

      “Say hi to Bonnie for me when you see her,” Janus said, risking a quick glance at Hayden. “She’s such a pretty young lady, and so kind to me.”

      “She’s just a girl,” Hector said. “Not a lady. You mind your thoughts about her. She ain’t an apple to be picked.”

      Janus flushed, hands visibly shaking. “N…no, sir. I would never think about her like that. S…sorry, sir.”

      “You just mind your manners, is all,” Hector added as he climbed onto his horse. Bennett and Hayden mounted their animals and the trio headed back across the bridge.

      “You really scared the crap out of that kid,” Bennett said to Hector along the way. “Even tomatoes don’t get as red as the boy’s face.”

      “I didn’t mean to be so harsh, but a little fear is good for a young man his age. Bonnie’s too young for him. She’s too young for anyone.”

      “I don’t think Janus meant any harm,” Hayden said. “But there’s also no harm in sending a warning. I would do the same.” Hayden paused. “Would have done the same,” he corrected. “For my girls, may they rest in peace.”

      The statement silenced them as they reached the other side of the bridge and made their way across town. Hayden hadn’t intended to sour the mood, but the business with Miri and Reva had brought Ginny and Hallia to the forefront of his psyche, opening old wounds he knew wouldn’t close until he’d dealt with Natalia.

      As before, the residents of Cedar City watched him as he passed, quitting whatever they were doing to get a glimpse of him. Most were either too shy or too scared to call out to him or try to get his attention. He shifted his gaze to a young boy who cried out his name from in front of a barber shop. When he tipped his hat, the child screamed in excitement and ran into the building to tell whoever would listen that the Sheriff had paid attention to him. The reaction only increased his internal sorrow. Hallia would have been that age if she had survived.

      Following the same path Tiger had taken to deliver him to Lyla’s, he was surprised to see Battleship parked out in front of the borger’s warehouse as he turned the corner onto her street. The windshield had already been replaced, and the door that had been smashed in by Bennett’s Custodians was repaired, the metal hammered back into position and welded, leaving visible scars across the surface.

      “She works fast,” Bennett commented in response to the door’s repair.

      “She couldn’t have done that all on her own,” Hayden replied.

      One of the small drones whipped around the corner ahead of them, zipping toward Hayden and descending to eye level. It hovered there a moment before spinning around and shooting away. His horse had only taken a few more steps when the large warehouse door rolled open, revealing Tiger and a few of his friends behind it. They were dressed in short sleeves and sweaty despite the cold, no doubt after helping Lyla put her place back together.

      “Yo, Sheriff Duke!” Tiger shouted, raising his hand in greeting and grinning widely. His smile was infectious, and Hayden quickly caught himself mirroring it.

      “Where’s Bonnie?” Hector asked anxiously.

      “Lyla’s living space is upstairs,” Hayden replied. “She’s probably—” He cut himself short as she appeared at the edge of the doorway. Also dressed in lighter clothes, he immediately noticed she had not one, but two replacement feet, each stemming from just above the knee. His jaw clenched at the sight. What had Lyla done to the girl?

      “Papa!” Bonnie shouted, spotting Hector. She took off toward him, her augments easily allowing her to vault Tiger’s car on her way to her father. She stumbled when she landed, dropping to her new knees on the broken asphalt.

      “Bonnie!” Hector cried, jumping off his horse and rushing to her side. He knelt beside her, wrapping his arms around her. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m okay,” she replied, tears welling as she hugged him back. “I’m so happy to see you.”

      “I’m happy to see you too, baby. I was so worried about you.”

      “I’m fine,” she said, looking at Hayden while still holding her father. “I know what you’re thinking, Sheriff. It’s okay. Lyla said I might develop hip problems as I got older with just one augment. Doc Hidalgo agreed. Besides, they’re so incredible, aren’t they? I just need more experience with them.”

      Hector released her and looked down at the replacements. “Does it hurt?” he asked.

      “A little. But it’ll heal. Doc Hidalgo also said if he hadn’t amputated my one leg, I would have gone septic for sure, and that would have killed me. Sheriff Duke saved my life, Papa.”

      Hector looked back at Hayden with tears in his eyes. “I know he did. Thank you, Sheriff.”

      Hayden nodded. “Thank me by accepting Doc Castro’s invitation to settle in Harrold. It’ll be good for Bonnie, and for the rest of your tribe. There’s no need to wander out here anymore. It just invites more trouble.”

      “Would you like that, Bonnie?” Hector asked. His eyes still glistening with emotion, he smiled down at her.

      She nodded, her smile fading. “But what about everyone else?”

      “Some seem interested. Some not, Fisk included.”

      “Oh, but that means Sawyer—”

      “We’ll talk to Fisk about it later.” She nodded, seeming happy with that.

      “Sheriff,” Tiger said, approaching him while his attention was still on Bonnie. “What are you doing back here already?” He glared at Bennett. “And why are you still with him?”

      “We ran into some trouble,” Hayden replied. “I came to reunite Bonnie and her father, and to speak to Lyla. Is she here?”

      “Inside,” he replied. “I bet you didn’t expect me to be here, especially with my crew.”

      “Admittedly, I didn’t.”

      “Well, you know I decided I wanted to become Sheriff of Cedar City. And I thought a lot about what you said about earning the job. So I figured I could start by helping Lyla put her place back together. A good deed, you know? I figure if I string a bunch of them together, I’ll start to earn a reputation like yours. That I’m one of the good guys, you know?”

      “You were listening better than I gave you credit for,” Hayden said, dismounting his horse. “I’m proud of you, Tiger. And your friends.”

      He beamed in response. “Thank you, Sheriff.”

      Bonnie and Hector were both back on their feet. Hayden wrapped his arms around Bonnie when she came over to hug him. “It’s good to see you again, Sheriff.”

      “It’s good to see you on your feet again, Bonnie,” he replied, rubbing her back.

      “Come on, Sheriff,” she said once they disengaged and she stepped back. “I’ll take you to Lyla.”
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      Lyla was in the back of the warehouse, in the middle of welding one of the Butchers damaged in the fight against the Custodians when Hayden reached her. He noticed how most of the evidence of the attack had already been removed. The blood had been mopped away, the broken glass cleared, the garbage binned, and the damaged but potentially still useful materials organized in columns on the floor. The rack of guns had yet to be reinstalled, but the weapons themselves were organized in makeshift crates, ready for deployment.

      Lyla didn’t notice the entourage at first, continuing to reconnect the arm to an actuator. She only paused from the work, extinguishing the welder’s flame once she was satisfied the weld was good.

      “Lyla,” Hayden said to get her attention. She spun toward him, thrusting her torch out and nearly turning it back on before realizing he wasn’t a threat. She lowered the tool and lifted the metal visor away from her face.

      “Hayden?” she asked, surprised. “You shouldn’t be back here already.”

      Hayden smiled. “Pozz. I shouldn’t. But things took a turn for the worse.”

      Her eyes drifted to Bennett. “You can say that again. It should be him and his people here cleaning up their mess instead of these boys.”

      “We don’t mind,” Tiger said.

      “That’s because I’m paying you,” she countered, glancing back at Hayden. “Which means you’re paying them.” She looked past him. “Where’s Max?”

      “I just told you, things took a turn for the worse.”

      “He’s destroyed? You promised—”

      “Not destroyed,” Hayden interrupted. “Just gone. Natalia captured him.”

      “What? How?”

      “She’s stronger than I expected. She brought down Bennett’s chopper, too.”

      “What goes around comes around,” Lyla said. “I’m not going to lose any sleep on that one.”

      “She’s looking for Grimmel. And if she’s able to convince Max to help her, she’ll probably find him.”

      “I see. What do you want me to do about it?” She stood and put the torch on the cart to her right. Removing her welder’s helmet, she shook out her hair. Her forehead was covered in sweat, her face with grease. In that moment, she reminded him so much of his favorite version of Natalia.

      He mentally shook off the thought. “I’d like to borrow your radio. I need to reach out to Governor Stacker in New Eden.”

      “And that’s all?” she asked.

      Hayden chuckled. “Am I that easy to read?”

      “For some, I suppose.”

      “I need another favor beside the radio,” he admitted.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I brought a man to Doc Hidalgo. A Centurion named Kerrick. He’s infected with protoplasm. The doc’s going to examine him and see if he can learn more about it, but he already suggested it may have something to do with pheromones. I tend to agree. I need you to work with him and find a way to kill the protoplasm without injuring the host.”

      “Oh, gee, is that all?” she asked sarcastically. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like me to build you a starship from old soda pop bottles and duct tape while I’m at it?”

      He ignored her snark. “We only have two days to figure something out. This is important, Lyla. Natalia wants to kill Grimmel, but the protoplasm wants something from him. I’m sure of it.” He remembered grappling with the clone in the hangar, and the way her voice changed, suddenly hardening. “In fact, I don’t think she’s been in full control of herself since she came to Earth. I guarantee, we don’t want Idhra to get what it wants.”

      Lyla glared reluctantly at him. It was obvious she didn’t want to get involved in the larger fight.

      “Lyla, we need to help the Sheriff,” Bonnie said. “I know you didn’t fix me up to have something else come along and kill me. Besides, Sheriff Duke got rid of the trife. We all owe him for that.” She looked around the group, locking eyes in turn with Tiger, each of his friends, Bennett, and then her father. “All of us.”

      Lyla didn’t immediately relent. Finally, she exhaled a deep sigh. “You’re wise beyond your years, Bon-bon. I think I’d still be okay if the trife were hunting Cedar City at night, but I have to admit it’s nice not having to worry about them.” She slid a glare at Bennett. “Especially when I have to worry about his kind of folks.”

      “My kind of folks?” Bennett replied. “I’m not with them anymore.”

      “If that’s true, why couldn’t you have abandoned ship before you wrecked my place?”

      “You know it’s not that simple.”

      “Yeah, pheromones or something.” She smiled. “I guess I should help Doc Hidalgo. Maybe we can kill two birds with one stone.”

      Hayden smiled. “I knew you’d come around.”

      “You still owe me, Sheriff. I expect you to bring Max back, even if it’s in pieces.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      “I moved the radio upstairs. I didn’t want to risk someone else taking a belly flop into the middle of it. I like talking to Halston. Follow me, Hayden. The rest of you, wait here. And don’t touch anything I haven’t given you explicit permission to touch.”

      “I need to come with you and the Sheriff,” Bennett said. “We may need to call on alternative backup, if the Organization decides to follow their typical MO and promise much more than they can or intend to deliver.”

      Lyla looked at Hayden. “He’s your responsibility if he tags along.”

      “I’m not a child,” Bennett growled.

      “No? How many years have you been alive?”

      “Six,” Bennett reluctantly answered.

      “You’re a child,” she insisted with a smirk.

      “Whatever.” He folded his arms across his chest, his upper lip curling down at one corner in annoyance.

      She ignored him. “This way.”

      Hayden and Bennett followed Lyla to the stairs in the corner of the warehouse, leaving Hector, Bonnie, Tiger, and his friends to continue cleaning up.

      “I’m surprised you trust Tiger to be alone with your firearms,” Hayden said as they reached the stairs.

      Lyla glanced back at him and smiled. “I don’t know what you said to him, Sheriff. But he’s got a fire in his belly like I’ve never seen before, and he’s aiming it in the right direction. Besides, one of the Butcher’s is still active, and Bonnie can literally kick his tail from here back to Doc Hidalgo’s if he gets out of line.”

      “Are you sure she needed both limbs replaced?” he asked. “I know single leg augments have been done in the past.”

      “On adults,” she replied. “Especially soldiers whose life expectancy was measured in days. She’s almost done growing, but she’s still going to grow. In which case she’d either be lopsided, which would get to her hips over time, or I could extend the augment, but that has its own set of downsides. I know why you’re concerned, but it really was the best option for her when considering every factor. And there are a lot of them.”

      “I’m not questioning your expertise. It was unexpected.”

      “You saw her, Sheriff. She’s happy with the outcome. She’s a good kid. I like her more than I expected I would. She’s already like a little sister to me, and that’s saying a lot. I don’t play well with others.”

      “Well, odds are she’ll be taking up residence in Harrold, about fifty klicks northwest of here. You’ll be able to stay in touch, I’m sure.”

      “Actually, I plan to talk to her father. Bonnie’s taken an interest in becoming a borger, and I’d be happy to bring her on as my apprentice.”

      Hayden smiled. He was happy Bonnie’s misfortune was turning into such a good outcome for her. “I’m sure you could arrange something with him. He’s a reasonable man.”

      They reached the top of the steps, and Lyla led them into one of the building’s former apartments, which had apparently been empty prior to the introduction of the ham radio. The windows were replaced by thick wood heavily caulked to the concrete framing to hold it in place, and a single shop light hung over the table where the radio sat. A wire trailed out of the apartment and down the hallway to the elevator shaft, likely leading to an antenna positioned on the roof.

      “Do you know how to work the radio?” she asked.

      “I know you turn the dials to tune it,” Hayden replied. “That’s about it.”

      “Do you know what frequency New Eden might be listening in on?”

      “Old military bands are our best bet.”

      “So, 138-144 megahertz,” Lyla said. “Not a problem, Sheriff.” She leaned past him, adjusting the tuning on the unit.

      “What’s the farthest you’ve ever reached?” Bennett asked.

      “The other side of the world,” she replied. “What used to be China, for one. All different places, with all different spoken languages. And other English speakers, too. Have you ever heard of Okinawa?”

      “An island off Japan,” Hayden replied. “I’ve seen old world maps, and read about those places.”

      Bennett chuckled. “And here I was, thinking the best of humankind on Earth had been eradicated by the trife.”

      “That’s because you’re a child,” Lyla repeated. “The situation here is pretty much the same everywhere. Though of course, they don’t know about you, Hayden. To plenty of them, the trife died because one diety or another took pity on them.”

      “It sounds like Earth could use some clones of you, Sheriff,” Bennett said. “Enough for the whole world.”

      “There’s no easy fix for the whole planet,” he replied.

      “Try the radio,” Lyla said. “I’ve dialed in on the frequency band.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied, picking up the microphone and squeezing the trigger to transmit. “New Eden, this is Sheriff Duke. Do you copy? Over.” He let go of the trigger and waited a few seconds before repeating the message, waited again, and repeated a third time. After nearly two minutes had passed without a response, he glanced at Lyla. “Let’s go on up the line.”

      She adjusted the dial while he repeated his message. He didn’t know if there were any fools out there using radios like this one and pretending to be him. Would New Eden ignore him because of that?

      After nearly thirty minutes, he had his answer.

      “Sheriff Duke, this is New Eden,” a woman replied. “Requesting identity verification. Who has the biggest appetite?”

      Hayden raised an eyebrow in response to the question. He hadn’t expected to be questioned. It suggested there really were folks out there masquerading as him over radio channels. Fortunately, he knew the answer. Or at least, an answer that would get Nathan’s attention. “Shub’Nigu,” he replied.

      It took nearly a minute before he received a response.

      “Hayden,” Nathan said, replacing the woman on the comms. “The fact that you’re calling in has me on edge in a big way.”

      “Then you already understand the importance. Is Haeri in the room with you?” Nathan hesitated to respond. “Come on, Nate. I know you’re hosting him while he’s on Earth.”

      “Sheriff Duke,” Haeri said. “You seem to know an awful lot. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

      “Probably not long enough,” Hayden answered. “Don’t blame me for the fact that your Organization leaks like a rusted pipe. I’m sure you know why I’m calling.”

      “I have an idea. But I have to admit, it doesn’t sync up with what I understood to be true two minutes ago.”

      “Which is?”

      “Your wife’s clone and the remainder of Idhra’s protoplasm were destroyed.”

      “By Reva?”

      “Supposedly.”

      “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, General.”

      Haeri paused before responding. “Before we go any further, Sheriff. I just want to be clear. It’s nothing personal.”

      Hayden’s jaw clenched. “You should have been the one coming to me, not the other way around. You’re far from being the expert in finding solutions to Earth’s problems. But seeing as how we need one another right now, I’m not about to hold grudges.”

      “Your ability to see the bigger picture is one of the things I respect most about you, Hayden. You’ve already confirmed I have at least one mole in my operation while completely blowing up my version of reality. What’s really going on out there, Sheriff?”
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      Hayden explained everything to Haeri as quickly as he could. Time was already short, and he didn’t have any to spare mincing words. Summing the entire story from his encounter with Natalia at the Arches to the present only took him ten minutes, after which he allowed Haeri a minute to process the information before pressing.

      “I need help, General,” he said. “You know I’m not keen to ask, so you know it’s important.”

      “I don’t question the importance, Sheriff,” Haeri replied. “What I’m trying to determine is how I can be of service to you.”

      “Nat’s succumbing to Idhra’s influence more and more with every passing second, and for all I know, she’s already figured out where Grimmel is hiding and is well into her attack plan.”

      “I arrived here on the starship the Natalia clone commandeered after seizing control of Reva and the crew. I’d obviously do anything I could to get that ship back, but there isn’t much I can do.”

      “That’s bull,” Hayden replied. “You’re the head of the Organization. You can’t convince me you don’t have any other operatives on the planet that you can send me as backup.”

      “I have other operatives,” Heiri admitted. “What I don’t have is another starship. Or a target.”

      “Send them here to Cedar City. I can give you coordinates.” Hayden looked back at Bennett and Lyla. One of them had to know the latitude and longitude of their location. Lyla nodded, confirming she did.

      “It’ll take hours for them to get to you, Sheriff. Hours you might not have and that might carry them away from the target instead of toward it. You’re better off confirming where Natalia is before I commit my forces.”

      “I don’t know where she is. I don’t know where she’s headed. And I don’t know how to find out. If I still had Max, he might be able to help me. But I’m flying blind here, General.”

      “And I’m not?”

      “You’re supposed to have eyes and ears everywhere. And you’ve been trying to hunt down the Custodian headquarters for years. You don’t have any idea where that might be?”

      “No, Hayden. I don’t. I wish I did. I understand the stakes. And I understand they’re even higher for you, considering who’s involved. But that doesn’t mean I can just pull answers out of my hat.”

      “You must have reports, General. A trove of them on Custodian sightings, cache locations, troop movements, and the like. Have you ever tried to piece them together to narrow the search radius?”

      “Of course. The Custodians keep most of their equipment mobile at all times. They have twenty-six known safehouses, bunkers, and compounds across North America. They rarely gather in groups larger than fourteen, and they’re quick to attack anyone they think might be trying to surveil them. We have over twenty years of movement cataloged and mapped out, and we’ve run multiple algorithms against that data to make educated guesses on the location of their primary base of operations. We’ve even raided three of those outcomes, and come up empty each time. Grimmel is a ghost, Sheriff. Everything even remotely tied to him is a ghost.”

      “Can you get me that data, General?” Hayden asked immediately following the outburst.

      “Didn’t you not hear me, Sheriff? The data is useless.”

      “No offense, Aeron, but you were sitting pretty on Proxima parsing data collected on Earth, and you decided it’s bad. But maybe it’s not the data that’s bad. Maybe it’s your perspective.”

      “Reva reviewed the data too. She—”

      “She’s a big fan of Earth, but she’s not from Earth.”

      “Technically, neither are you.”

      The comment drew a raised eyebrow from Lyla. Hayden smirked. “I was born on Earth even though I didn’t know it until I was a grown man. And I’ve had multiple confrontations with Grimmel. Don’t tell me that experience doesn’t count.”

      Haeri sighed. “I would give you the data if I could, Sheriff. But I can’t transfer it through a radio transmission.”

      Hayden sighed too, stymied by the logistics.

      “Hayden, General Haeri, if I may,” Nathan said, cutting into the conversation. “Do you have access to the data here, General?”

      “Yes, of course,” Haeri answered.

      “Then I’ll make sure Hayden gets it within the hour.”

      “And how are you going to do that?” Haeri asked.

      “You may not have a starship, General. But I do,” Nathan replied.

      “Since when?” Hayden asked, surprised and elated by the news.

      “You’ve been gone for a while, Sheriff. Things happen.”

      “I guess so,” Hayden laughed. “You always have been a sneaky devil. General. Put whatever teams you can spare on standby. As soon as I have a target, I’ll let you know.”

      “I will,” Haeri replied, equally enlivened by Nathan’s revelation. “Hayden, we need to be clear on something. If my people get to Natalia first—”

      “She’ll kill them,” Hayden finished for him. “Or claim them as thralls, just like she did to Reva. I can’t make you do anything, but I strongly advise that your people leave my wife’s clone to me. And if you do choose to go out of your way to try to remove her from play before I get there, then I don’t care what you claim, General. That makes it personal.”

      “Hayden, just wait a sec—” Haeri said, hoping to reason with him.

      “My associate’s going to give you the coordinates,” Hayden interrupted. “Nathan, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.”

      “I owe you more than one, Hayden. This doesn’t come close to making us even.”

      Hayden handed the microphone backward to Lyla. She lifted it to her mouth, about to speak when pounding feet in the hallway outside stole everyone’s attention.

      “Standby for the coordinates,” Lyla blurted out and Hayden stood, drawing his revolver. Bennett drew his pistol as well, unsure of what was coming their way.

      Tiger burst through the door, immediately throwing his hands up when he saw the two guns aimed at his chest. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, hold on!” He came to a stop, eyes on Hayden. “Sheriff, we’ve got trouble.”

      “What kind of trouble?” Hayden asked.

      “My girl Cleo is over on the eastern side of town, across the river. Most folks don’t go there but she crossed over with my boy Lucas a few hours ago. They were looking for a quiet, private place to—”

      “Tiger, get to the point,” Lyla snapped.

      “Practice their music,” he finished with a smirk. “Anyway, she radioed in to Gypsy who radioed in to Battleship, and I wouldn’t have heard it except we left the door open after you arrived, Sheriff, so we could keep an eye on your horses. I told them to keep an eye out for anything strange after the other night, and—”

      “Tiger!” Lyla barked again. “Spill it.”

      “There’s some bad mothers rolling into the far side of town. I’m talking armored vehicles. Not modboxes. Military stuff.”

      “War Dogs?” Hayden asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Tiger replied. “They’re too organized, and there’s too many of them, and War Dogs don’t cause trouble in Cedar City; my father sees to that.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Lyla said. “Sheriff, can you go anywhere without an army showing up, wanting to kill you?”

      “You don’t know they want to kill me,” Hayden countered.

      “Do you want to take bets on it?”

      Hayden shook his head. “Neg. Do me a favor; give Haeri the coordinates and ask him if he has any units deployed in that area.”

      “Okay, Sheriff,” Lyla said, pressing down on the transmit button. Before she could speak, Bennett put up a hand to silence her.

      “Save your breath. This isn’t the Organization, Hayden. It’s General Syl. In the flesh.”
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      “Syl?” Hayden said, glaring at Bennett. “How can you be sure?”

      Bennett didn’t get a chance to answer before Lyla had her gun in her hand, the muzzle pressed against Bennett’s head. “Because he sold us out, Sheriff. That’s how. I don’t know how he convinced you he was a good guy now, but he didn’t fool me.”

      Bennett didn’t try to evade the gun, and there was no hint of fear in his voice when he spoke. “She’s not completely wrong, Hayden. Syl gave me three days to clean up this mess before he got directly involved, remember? I burned one of them finding you and another getting my forces in place for the assault. The third day, I just spent in your company. My time’s up. He’s come to collect.”

      “How does he know you’re here?” Hayden asked.

      “Haeri isn’t the only one who has to deal with spies. I’m sure the Custodians have eyes and ears in this town. It’s too big not to. The good news, if you can call it that, is how disappointed Syl’s going to be when he finds out I’m the only member of my team who’s still alive.”

      Hayden glanced at Lyla, putting his hand over the top of her pistol and guiding it downward. “Will Syl send someone to bring you in quietly or what?”

      “That depends on whether or not he knows I’m with you.”

      “Good point. Let’s assume the armored vehicles are his answer to that question.”

      “Sheriff, I’m really not in the mood to have my shop blown up again,” Lyla said.

      “Neither am I,” Hayden agreed. “Tiger, how far from town did your friends spot the convoy?”

      “About a mile, Sheriff,” he replied.

      “Unless they have hovercraft, it’s not like they can cross the river just anywhere,” Lyla said. “They’ll need to head north a couple of miles to ford the shallows.”

      “That’ll buy us some time,” Bennett said. “An hour or two at least.”

      “Hold on there,” Hayden said. “I don’t get why Syl is coming from the east, considering the considerable body of water and lack of intact bridges in his path. The only way that makes sense is if—”

      “Tiger!” one of his friends shouted from the top of the steps. “Where are you?”

      Tiger ducked out of the apartment. “Here. What’s up?”

      Hayden didn’t hear what the other kid said. Bennett apparently did, because he didn’t look happy.

      “They’ve got bridging equipment,” Tiger explained on his return. “They’re deploying it right now.”

      “Once they cross the river, they’ll be here in minutes,” Lyla said.

      “You know, this seems like an awful lot of mobilization just to make good on a threat of one wayward sheep,” Hayden said.

      “That’s how General Syl operates,” Bennett replied. “Besides, I’m sure he’d love to take a crack at you while he’s in the neighborhood.”

      “He should be worried about Natalia.”

      “And we should be worried about ourselves,” Lyla cried. “No offense, Sheriff, but will you please just go away?”

      “Pozz,” Hayden agreed. “Give Nathan the coordinates. Bennett, you’re with me. Tiger, I need to borrow your car.”

      “What for?” Tiger asked.

      Hayden didn’t answer. He had already rushed out of the room, leaving both Bennett and Tiger behind and Lyla in charge of the ham radio. Tiger’s friend moved aside when Hayden reached the steps and quickly descended back to the warehouse floor. He regretted not thinking to ask Max which stable the Intellect had left Zorro in. He would have preferred the nimbler, more agile mount to a ten-ton modbox.

      “Sheriff, where are you going?” Tiger shouted from a few seconds behind him.

      “Away,” Hayden replied.

      “I don’t like the way you just said that, Hayden,” Bennett said, joining Tiger.

      Hayden stopped at the bottom of the steps to let them catch up. “Lyla’s right. We can’t let Syl get across the river and start blasting the city. Innocent people will get hurt, including Hector and Bonnie. The only way to stop that is if we ride out to meet him.”

      “Sheriff, he’ll kill us both,” Bennett said.

      “He might try,” Hayden agreed. “But it doesn’t matter how big his army is. If he’s riding with them, then all we need to do is get to him before they get to us.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Bennett asked incredulously. “I know folks treat you like some kind of invincible folk hero, Hayden. And I’ve seen you do some incredible stuff myself. But maybe you’re starting to lean a little too hard on the hype.”

      “Not because I want to,” Hayden replied. “Because I have to, or innocent people will die. I can’t stand by and let that happen. No matter what’s going on with Natalia and Idhra. I just can’t.”

      It was obvious from Bennett’s pained expression that he knew he couldn’t change Hayden’s mind. “I can’t help you, Sheriff. Not because I don’t want to. If I get too close to Syl, all he has to do is say the word and I’ll have no choice but to turn my guns on you.”

      Hayden stared at the Custodian. He had nearly forgotten about Syl’s pheromone grip on the clone. “That doesn’t mean you can’t help at all. The last Bennett I befriended was a crack shot with a sniper rifle. What about you?”

      The internal struggle vanished from Bennett’s visage. “I’m the top marksman in the Custodians, Sheriff.”

      “I’m pretty sure I spotted a suitable weapon on Lyla’s racks the last time I was here. You’ll just need to find them in the crates.”

      “I can help, Sheriff,” Tiger said.

      “You know where the sniper rifle is?” Hayden asked.

      “I think so. I helped pack the gear. But that’s not what I meant. You can’t drive and shoot at the same time.”

      “I’m not dragging you into this fight.”

      “You aren’t. I’m volunteering. This is my city, Sheriff. And if I want to be its protector, I can’t back down from this. I won’t.” Tiger’s lip quivered with a mix of fear and steely resolve. It was exactly the sort of attitude Hayden had always looked for in prospective deputies. Strong enough to stand and fight, smart enough to be afraid of the danger. “Besides,” he continued. “I know Battleship and the city, both sides, a hell of a lot better than you. If you need to get behind the enemy line, I’ll get you behind the enemy line, post-haste.”

      “Okay,” Hayden agreed, opening the door from the stairwell into the warehouse.

      “Sheriff, what’s going on?” Bonnie asked as they hurried across the floor. “Is something wrong?”

      “Bennett’s boss is here for me,” Hayden replied. “I’m going to have a chat with him.” He turned his attention to Hector. “I need you and Bonnie to go back to Doc Hidalgo’s house. You’ll be safe there.”

      “I want to stay with you,” Bonnie said. “I can help you fight. I have the strongest kick in the city.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Hayden agreed. “When you’re older, you can decide things for yourself. But right now, that falls on your father.” He looked at Hector, already knowing what the man would decide.

      “The Sheriff’s right, honey,” Hector said. “You might have strong legs, but neither one of us are fighters like he is. We need to stay out of his way so he isn’t worried about trying to keep us safe.”

      Bonnie looked at Hayden, tears welling in her eyes. “I don’t want you to die, Sheriff.”

      Hayden smiled. “I appreciate that. Good thing for both of us, I’m not so easy to kill.”

      Bonnie grinned back at him. “No, sir.”

      “Come on, Bonnie,” Hector said. “We need to go.”

      “Hayden!” Lyla shouted, getting his attention from the doorway to the stairs. “Where are you going?”

      “Away,” he repeated. “As you requested.”

      “You know I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Pozz. But you’re right. If I’m on the other side of the river, then hopefully Syl has no reason to cross it.”

      “You’ll never make it.”

      “I guess we’ll see about that.”

      “Found it!” Tiger exclaimed, moving the crate away from the others and placing it on the floor. He flipped the latches, revealing the long gun tucked inside and an entire box of ammunition in the box with it.

      “Wait a second,” Lyla complained. “That gun cost me a fortune, and the ammo is impossible to replace.”

      “I might be pissing in the wind,” Bennett said. “But I’m guessing you’d rather lose this ammo than your entire place. Syl knows you helped Sheriff Duke kill more than a few Custodians. How do you think he’s going to treat you for that?”

      Lyla shook her head and cursed. “I should never have let you inside, Hayden. Fine, take the gun.” She paused, fists clenching. “Take all the damn guns. Tiger, that means you and your crew. Whatever you need. If anyone tries to cross the river from the east, we’ll make sure they don’t get very far.”

      Hayden smiled. “I knew I could count on you.”

      “Shut up,” she spat, scowling.

      “Tiger, let’s go!” Hayden snapped.

      With Bennett in the process of assembling and checking the sniper rifle, Tiger headed for one of the other crates. “Mine at last, Sheriff,” he laughed, pulling out the PRG and a box of fresh rounds to go with it.

      Lyla growled but didn’t yell at him to put the gun down or send her Butcher after him. “Are you going, or are you waiting for them to start shelling us first?”

      “We’re going,” Hayden replied. “You gave Nathan the coordinates?”

      “Yup. He said he’s sending a ship as soon as he can.”

      “Sheriff, I’ll be up on the roof,” Bennett said. “This rifle has an effective range of five kilometers. I can probably stretch it closer to six, but beyond that, I can’t offer you any cover.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied, turning back to Tiger. “Let’s ride.”
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      Battleship’s big engine rumbled as Tiger reached for the gearshift. He offered a huge grin as he turned his head toward Hayden.

      “This is gonna be fun, huh, Sheriff?”

      “I wouldn’t call it that,” Hayden replied, glancing at the dashboard between the driver and passenger seat. He had noticed the CB radio on his initial ride in the car, but hadn’t really given it much thought or attention. Now, it crackled and hummed, Lyla’s voice cutting through loud and clear.

      “Sheriff, do you copy?” she asked.

      Hayden expected a transmitter mounted somewhere near the radio, a wire connecting the two. He didn’t see it anywhere on the front panel. “Tiger, where’s the mic?”

      “Oh, hold on,” he exclaimed, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a handheld and passing it to Hayden. “It’s connected to the main unit through Bluetooth.”

      “Blue-what?” Hayden asked.

      “Wireless,” Tiger explained. “You get more range when you’re linked with the car receiver thanks to the antenna, but it’ll work standalone too, up to a kilometer or so. The batteries are kind of low, though, so be judicious. Lyla claims there’s a place down south that’s started manufacturing new cells, but I’ll believe that when I see it.”

      Hayden pressed on the transmit button. “I copy, Lyla. We’re moving out now.”

      “Roger. I gave Bennett a handheld. He should be on the roof any minute.”

      “I’m here,” Bennett said. “For as long as this lasts. The Custodians have the tech to jam the frequencies if or when they notice we’re using them. Sheriff, I’ve got an eye on the opposition. The pontoon bridge is nearly down, crossing the river about six blocks south of us. I can’t see the street name.”

      “I’ll find them,” Tiger announced, putting the car in reverse. He floored the pedal, engine roaring as the car ripped backward down the alley, brakes squealing as he reached the main thoroughfare and slammed the car to a stop so he could change direction. “What happens when we locate the bridge?”

      “We drive across it,” Hayden replied. “As quickly as possible.”

      “Gotcha,” Tiger said, enjoying the moment way too much for his liking. He was about to find out that killing an enemy wasn’t much fun when they were shooting back.

      “Bennett, when you see us reach the bridge, give us some cover.”

      “Copy that,” Bennett replied. “I’m locked and loaded.”

      Tiger pointed the car south and hit the gas. Hayden looked back over his shoulder when he heard buzzing overhead, smiling at the sight of Lyla’s drones falling in behind the car. They spread out into a wedge formation and dropped low along the street, staying out of view behind Battleship.

      “I’ve got your six covered, Sheriff,” she announced over the radio.

      “Literally,” Tiger added. He jerked the wheel hard left, ripping Battleship around a turn, its big wheels vibrating along the surface. The force shoved Hayden against the door before the rebound knocked him back upright. “Nailed it!” the wannabe-Sheriff shouted.

      The Custodian forces were visible on the other side of the river, a large truck front and center. A huge spool of wide, fibrous material hung from a reel in the middle of the truck, the line leading out to a series of pontoons already inflated on the water. Crews were in the process of moving a ramp into position beside the already-deployed bridge to allow the armored personnel carriers arranged to the left of the truck access.

      Combat forces guarded the bridge-layer, in the form of exoskeleton-clad soldiers toting heavy rifles. They had all turned to face the far side of the river in response to Battleship’s booming engine. It was impossible for the modbox to sneak up on the bridge, so there was no point to even try.

      “Gun it!” Hayden ordered, using his legs to stabilize himself while he reached for the PRG.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” Tiger asked. “That’s my gun.”

      “I thought you grabbed it for me,” Hayden replied, opening the ammo box and retrieving one of only three cartridges inside. If he fired steadily, he would burn through all the flechettes they had in under a minute. Fortunately, he didn’t plan to be that imprudent. “I appreciate it, Tiger.”

      Tiger looked like he wanted to argue, but didn’t say anything else about it as he slammed down on the accelerator, sending the modbox lurching forward at increasing speed. The defenders on the other side of the bank opened fire, bullets pinging off the thick steel plow in front, or whistling harmlessly over Hayden’s head as he ducked lower in his seat. The enemy didn’t have a good line of fire on them from here, and wouldn’t until they reached the bridge itself.

      “Sheriff, should I sweep the field?” Bennett asked.

      “Neg. Standby,” Hayden replied. He didn’t want Bennett revealing himself too soon. “Same for you, Lyla. Keep the drones behind us until I give the signal.”

      “Roger,” she replied.

      That wouldn’t take very long at their increasing velocity. The speedometer on the dash closed in on sixty miles-per-hour, carrying them toward the riverfront in a hurry. The landscape dipped on the other side of a rusted guardrail, and as they closed within thirty meters, Tiger showed no signs of letting up on the gas.

      “Hold onto your butt, Sheriff,” Tiger warned.

      “Bennett, Lyla, now!” Hayden snapped into the radio.

      He couldn’t have planned the maneuver better. No sooner had the front wheels dropped Battleship into its descent than a loud, heavy crack pierced the sky and the first of the exo-suited Custodians tumbled from the top of one of the APCs, half his side blown out by the sniper rifle’s powerful shells.

      Simultaneously, the drones behind the modbox lifted skyward and spread out even more. Their rocket payloads launched, suppressing the enemy gunfire coming from the field just ahead. More vulnerable now, Battleship bounced hard on the sudden decline, shaking Hayden up while Tiger fought to stay in control, gripping the wheel tight.

      The other end of the pontoon bridge rested dead ahead, the front pressed into the dirt, creating a natural upward sloping ramp off the surface. The car barreled toward it, Tiger leaning forward with excitement rather than trepidation. Driving right into enemy fire—and he was excited about it!

      Two more sharp cracks echoed across the landscape. Two more exo-suited Custodians went down. The drone-fired rockets hit home, the resounding explosions sending the construction crew surrounding the bridge-layer and spouts of dirt flying in every direction. Their payloads spent, the drones gathered in an umbrella formation over Battleship, providing the car protective cover. Bullets hit a few of them, the drones trailing smoke as they veered off and crashed into the water.

      Battleship neared the forward pontoons, now within thirty feet away from reaching this side of the river. Hayden pressed up from his seat, straightening his legs, feet braced against the floorboards and knees locked just long enough to fire two single rounds from the PRG. The flechettes sliced easily through the exo-suits of two more Custodians. Several more drones were hit, slugs pinging off the modbox armor and forcing Hayden back into his seat just as Tiger threw the car into a hard right turn.

      The car’s thick rear wheels slid on the cracked roadway, the modbox tipping up on its two left-side wheels before coming back down again on all four. Tiger floored the gas, heading for the river’s western shoreline, the up-slope of the bank there forming a natural ramp. The car slammed into the bottom of the incline, bouncing up it. Tiger slouched down, refusing to let up on the gas, the engine screaming as bullets whizzed by within inches of Tiger’s head, burying themselves in the car’s rear seat.

      Hayden raised the PRG over his head, firing a barrage of flechettes over the windshield as the car shot off the spit of land and soared out over the water toward the forward end of the bridge. His rounds cut through one of the Custodians, a second falling to one of Bennett’s long-range shells.

      Battleship bounced and jostled as it landed on the hard-surfaced floating bridge, four wheels planted, gaining traction. The car sped across the floating bridge toward the opposite bank and the bridge-layer sitting there. Tiger steered around it and up the east bank, driving straight toward the APCs. The heavy machine gun mounted on top of the first one swiveled their way, its heavy rounds ready to punch right through Battleshp’s plow, engine, and ultimately, them.

      “Incoming!” Lyla shouted over the radio. Hayden glanced to his left in time to see a smoke trail from the warehouse to the river, the rocket producing it already nearing its target.

      “Tiger!” Hayden screamed, reaching across and grabbing the wheel to turn the modbox. They skidded away from the APC as the rocket slammed into it, its reinforced tip piercing the armored shell before detonating. The reinforced glass at the front of the vehicle blew up, spouting smoke and flames, anyone unlucky enough to be inside killed in an instant.

      They raced perpendicular to Syl’s main force, pulling away from the APCs. The exo-suited Custodians had all been gunned down, the remainder of the assault group stuck back on their heels as if stunned. They hadn’t expected the speed or ferocity of the bum rush.

      Gaining nearly three blocks on the enemy, Tiger guided Battleship back around to the road, bouncing them violently again as he drove over the curb. Moving away from the Custodians, Hayden shifted in his seat, aiming the PRG at the enemy’s rear flank.

      Before he could fire, a heavy thud sounded from further behind them. Half a second later, a large projectile screamed high overhead, crossing the river and descending to put a gaping hole in the entire right side of Lyla’s warehouse. Mortar and brickwork instantly vaporized into a thick cloud of dust.

      “They have a tank!” Hayden roared, knowing it wouldn’t take long for its crew to reload its main gun and send another round into the warehouse. “Lyla, Bennett, you need to get out of there.”

      “Already on it,” Bennett replied.

      “I can’t leave,” Lyla answered. “My entire life is in here, Sheriff.”

      “Neg,” he hissed. “Your things are in there. Your life is still ahead of you. You need to live to train the next generation of borgers, like Bonnie.”

      Lyla hesitated before responding. “Pozz,” she agreed at last, and not a moment too soon. The heavy thud repeated, and the second shell zoomed overhead, smashing the center of the warehouse, bringing down the entire upper facade.

      “Tiger, can you turn around and get me in behind that tank?” Hayden asked.

      “I can cross over a few blocks up,” he replied. “You’ll be nearly two hundred feet out though.”

      “Nevermind. We need to find General Syl.”

      “How?”

      There hadn’t been enough time to work out a detailed plan for that. “From what Bennett’s told me about him, he’ll be in the rear of the attack force, in an armored vehicle of some kind. Probably in a garage or somewhere he won’t be exposed to possible Organization satellites.”

      “I can think of a few buildings with intact garages,” Tiger said.

      “Then let’s start there.”

      The tank fired a third shell into the warehouse. Hayden’s jaw clenched as the entire roof caved in, the building crumbling beneath the attack.

      “Lyla, do you copy?” he shouted into the radio. “Lyla?” When she didn’t answer, he slammed his fist into the dashboard in frustration, leaving a dent.

      “Whoa, watch the wood-grain,” Tiger complained. “She probably didn’t have a handheld, that’s all. Hang on.” Battleship screamed around a turn, regaining its easterly heading. Long, low buildings obscured the enemy forces closer to the bridge.

      “I hope so,” Hayden replied, turning his attention back to their six. He ducked low as bullets whistled past his ears, fired from a street they were passing. He glanced at Tiger to make sure he wasn’t hit. By the time he swung his gaze back around to their rear, a group of small, armored drones on wheels were arrayed across the road, accelerating to catch up to the larger, more cumbersome Battleship. Opening fire, they targeted the modbox’s huge wheels. Like the AI controlling the drones, Hayden expected the attack to yield fruit, flattening the tires and forcing them to slow or stop.

      Tiger laughed, his eyes on the rear view mirror. “Yeah, keep shooting the wheels, morons!” he taunted. “They’ve obviously never heard of polysteel tires.”

      “Neither have I,” Hayden said.

      “My father scavenged them off an APC he found abandoned in the woods not too far from here. The door to the APC had been ripped open, nothing but skeletons inside. Trife got in and did what they do.”

      “How do you know the tires are made of polysteel?”

      “Says so on the side walls,” Tiger answered, breaking left around the corner, positioning them well behind the enemy line.

      At least, they should have been well behind the enemy line. They weren’t.

      Tiger cursed and slammed on the brakes, caught between a rock and a hard place as the turret of the tank in front of them began rotating their way.
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      “Don’t stop!”?” Hayden shouted, eyes split between the tank in front of them and the drones coming up on their rear.

      “I don’t want to be shot by a tank,” Tiger replied in a high-pitch as Battleship shook to a halt.

      “And stopping avoids that how?” Hayden asked as he leaped onto the seat and vaulted onto the hood of the modbox, putting himself in a direct line with the tank’s cannon. Kneeling, he swung the PRG forward. His eyes narrowed, finger tight on the trigger.

      A ring of fire behind the cannon shell indicated its ignition. Hayden reacted instantly, firing a single flechette from the railgun. At the speed it moved, he couldn’t see it to track its flight path. At the speed it moved, he didn’t need to. It hit the artillery shell before it could leave the barrel of the tank, punching through and detonating it inside the bore. Hayden threw himself backward, dropping into his seat just as the tank cannon exploded. Shrapnel flew everywhere, the explosion’s backwash stretching into the tank’s cabin, likely killing all the crew.

      Both Hayden and Tiger hunkered as far down onto the floorboards as they fit themselves in for cover as shards of hot metal rained down around them. Some bounced off Battleship’s plow. The larger pieces sank into the car’s armor. Others whipped past overhead, taking out the lead drones as they sought to catch up to the modbox. Hayden pushed off the floorboards and over the back of his seat to sprawl belly down on the car. He sprayed flechettes into the surviving drones before they could get a direct bead on them.

      Within seconds, both threats  were destroyed.

      “What the hell did I just witness?” Tiger said breathlessly, scrambling back into his seat and grabbing the steering wheel. Hayden dropped back into the passenger seat. “I’ll never be like you, Sheriff.”

      “Next time, don’t stop,” Hayden replied.

      “Don’t stop. Right. Good advice.”

      Rumbling around them signaled the APCs were on the move, abandoning the opposite bank and crossing the river to chase them. Tiger hit the gas again, guiding Battleship around the burning tank and turning east again behind it, accelerating along the street. Hayden remained focused on their surroundings this time, determined not to be surprised like that again. A pain in his side stole his breath, and he looked down to see that his duster had a three-inch slice through it. He pulled the right edge of it back, revealing a cut in his leather vest as well, blood seeping through it. He pulled that back, and there beneath it, a jagged piece of shrapnel jutted out through his shirt, seeping blood. He watched the stain grow around it.

      “Dang,” he said. “I’m hit.”

      “What?” Tiger replied in a sudden panic. “Is it bad?”

      “I’ll live, but I need to pull the shard out for the wound to heal. Try not to bounce around too much for a few seconds.”

      “Are you kidding? I need to make a left up ahead.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      He grimaced in pain as Tiger made the turn, Battleship’s chassis rocking and rolling on the big wheels. “Garage is right up ahead, Sheriff.”

      Hayden slid the PRG down to the floorboards, stock first, until it balanced against his knee. Grunting, he wrapped his vest around his hand and grabbed the metal, tugging hard to pull it free. Fresh blood gushed from the larger opening, and he did his best to hold pressure on it as they reached the side of a three story building with a parking garage beneath.

      “Not this one,” Hayden said before Tiger could slow down.

      “How do you know?”

      “He’ll have guards outside. Keep moving.”

      Tiger accelerated again, but the slowdown had given one of the APCs time to catch up. It immediately opened fire. The slugs punched through the armor at the back of the car, stopped there only by a second bit of hidden plating behind the back seat.

      “Pops thought of everything,” Tiger said, reaching the next corner and pulling out of the line of fire. Hayden picked up the PRG with his free hand, noticing the round indicator was at seven. It would have to be enough for the APC.

      “Stop the car,” he said.

      “What? You just told me not to—”

      “Stop!” Hayden growled.

      “Geez, Sheriff. Make up your mind.” He hit the brakes again, bringing the car to a standstill halfway down the block.

      Hayden turned and leaned on the back seat and took aim. The APC was heavy and didn’t corner well. He knew the turn would carry it out nearly halfway across the street. That’s where he pointed the PRG, only needing to wait a few seconds before the vehicle made it around the corner.

      The gunner had already swiveled the machine gun around, ready to take aim. Hayden was quicker on the trigger. He fired a pair of flechettes, moving his hand only millimeters between pulls. The rounds easily penetrated the front of the vehicle, putting one in the driver’s chest, the other in his head. The APC didn’t finish its turn. Out of control, it shifted violently sideways, the bullets from its machine gun going wide of their mark. The vehicle jumped the curb and crashed into the side of the building across the street.

      “Go!” Hayden shouted as he turned back around.

      “This is seriously like a master class in badass,” Tiger fawned. “The next stop is only a few blocks up. We’ll be there in no time.” He paused, shaking his head. “I can’t believe I’m riding with the Sheriff!” he shouted. “Woo-hooo!”

      “There’s something wrong with you, Tiger,” Hayden replied, checking his wound. The bleeding had slowed considerably after leaving a large area of his shirt and his hand soaked.

      “Pops says that too,” Tiger said. “Coming up down the street on your right. We’re just about—”

      “Incoming!” Hayden cried, spotting the reflection of the rocket in one of the few intact windows of the building on their right. Counterintuitively, he immediately went limp in the seat.

      The rocket slammed into the rear driver’s side tire and exploded. The force lifted the vehicle up and hurled it sideways. Thrown out of the vehicle, Hayden lost the PRG as he crashed through the plywood of a boarded window and into a long-abandoned store, sliding across the floor and coming to a stop. He heard Battleship roll a few times outside and a sudden light from a fire suggested the ignition of the gas tank. His thoughts turned immediately to Tiger. The idea that the kid might be dead infuriated him, and he used it as motivation to spring to his feet. Rather than go back out the way he had come in, Hayden found a stairwell at the back of the store and ran up it.

      He was halfway up when the firing intensified, likely engulfing the modbox and igniting anything that would burn. It was hot enough he could feel it through the wall of the building, and he hurried to the second story and then up to the third. He ran to an open window to look out just in time to see an eight-meter tall robot hunched over Tiger. Still alive, the kid laid there, sprawled on his back, his elbows beneath him, his face bloody and his lower leg twisted at an odd angle. But instead of fear on his face, Hayden saw pluck and determination.

      He whipped his revolvers from their holsters, nearly getting a bead on the back of the robot’s head when he noticed movement out of the corner of his eye. Acting purely on instinct, he threw himself out of the window as a second rocket screamed in and hit right where he had just been standing.

      The corner of the building blew up behind him as he tumbled back to the street. The snowfall didn’t help much to absorb the impact of his landing. Pain tore through his shoulder, but he still managed to roll through his landing and up onto one foot and a knee. He looked up at at second incoming bot.

      “Sheriff Duke,” it said in what he assumed was General Syl’s voice. “I appreciate you saving me the trouble of hunting you down.” The bot’s arm swiveled toward him, the pair of machine guns mounted on the wrist zeroing in on him. The first bot swiveled to face him as well, more interested in him than Tiger.

      Hayden spotted a third rocket coming in over the robot’s shoulder. He threw himself aside as it hit the rear of the bot and exploded, ripping through the back of it and knocking it down face-first where he’d just been kneeling. Before the first bot could get off a shot at him, a series of loud, familiar booms echoed from further down the street. The rounds blew huge chunks out of the surviving bot, ripping off its arms and turning it to scrap all the way down to its knees.

      Just as he turned in the direction of the shooter, the shadow of a gunship flashed past overhead, a fresh series of rockets fired from its underbelly taking out the last of the Custodian APCs. Hayden smiled at the hulking armored humanoid coming toward him through the smoking piles of debris, a massive rifle clutched in power-armored hands.

      Once, the Iron General had terrorized innocents from New York to Sanisco.

      But things had changed.

      “Hayden,” Nathan said, coming to stand in front of him. “I figured I would find you in the middle of all the action.” He held out his metal gloved hand.“And I figured you would get here just in time to save my bacon,” Hayden replied, using his good hand to let the only Stacker he trusted pull him to his feet. He shook his other arm. “Do you mind helping me out with this?” Nathan took hold of Hayden’s arm, pulling hard enough pop his dislocated shoulder back in place. Grimacing in pain, Hayden nodded. “Thank you, kindly.”

      Nathan shook his head. “You look like you’ve been through hell, Sheriff. When are you going to start wearing an exosuit?”

      “If I have to pick between wearing an exosuit and riding a horse, you know damn well I’m going to pick the horse every time.” He jerked his head toward Tiger. “I’ve got a man down over here.”

      He turned away from Nathan, rushing over to Tiger. The kid was awake, his eyes filled with pain. Nevertheless, he grinned widely up at Hayden. “That was awesome,” he said before his gaze shifted to Nathan. “Damn, Sheriff. I think your friend’s got you beat in the badass department.”

      “Yeah, well, your leg’s broken,” Hayden said. “Any other injuries?”

      “I feel pretty good, all things considered,” Tiger replied.

      “Don’t go anywhere. We’ll be right back.”

      Tiger laughed. “You know where to find me if you need help.”

      “Where are we going?” Nathan asked.

      Hayden pointed to the garage entrance. “To catch a snake before he slithers away.”
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      “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay with your deputy?” Nathan asked as he and Hayden made their way from Tiger toward the garage.

      “I’d prefer it, but I need your firepower,” Hayden replied. “And I’m not strong enough to lift that rifle of yours. I never expected you would have James’ gear rebuilt.”

      “A lot of people still think I am James,” he answered. “I’m changing the narrative, one settlement at a time. New Eden’s growing larger every day. Another couple years, we might have a higher population than Proxima. You should visit more often.”

      “You know I have a lot of work to do out here. I appreciate you lending me a starship, and yourself. I didn’t honestly expect you to come in person.”

      “Like you said, you wouldn’t ask for help unless the situation was dire.”

      They reached the entrance to the underground garage. No doubt, General Syl knew his guard bots had been destroyed, and with Nathan’s gunship in play, his ground forces would be hard-pressed to succeed at much of anything. Had he abandoned his car to try to slip away unnoticed?

      Hayden drew his revolvers. They would be useless against an armored vehicle, but plenty effective to slow Syl down if he tried to escape on foot, assuming he wasn’t wearing an exosuit. Nathan’s heavy footsteps echoed in the enclosed space as they entered the garage, bypassing the broken security arm. As they descended toward the first level, a pair of shoulder-mounted beams from Nathan’s powered armor lit up their way, revealing an abundance of garbage and debris.  Evidence of trife attacks was literally etched into the walls and floors. Their claw marks had dug gouges out of the cement, while blood had left dark stains in the porous material. It was an all too familiar sight.

      A sudden light from the far end of the first level momentarily blinded Hayden. He heard the low grumble of rolling tires and the whine of an electric motor, both sounds accelerating rapidly toward him. Before he had decided whether to stand and shoot or jump out of the way, Nathan stepped in front of him and fired two rounds at the approaching car, his huge rifle reverberating so loudly in the garage, it left Hayden’s ears ringing. When the dual rounds didn’t stop the car, Nathan leaned forward into the collision. Catching the front corner of the armored vehicle, he shoved it into a support pillar with the squeal of tires sliding sideways followed by a loud crunch of metal.

      Hayden’s vision remained filled with flashes of bright light from the exploding rounds, but he could see just well enough to watch Nathan rip the passenger side door off the armored car as if it were made of paper. General Syl fired his pistol point-blank into Nathan. The rounds hit his thick, advanced composite suit and lost their energy, dropping harmlessly to the floor. Nathan reached in and grabbed the Generalby his arm, yanking him out of the vehicle.

      Aged, wrinkled, and bald, General Syl maintained the hardness of his youth, well-muscled beneath his simple fatigues. He glared defiantly at Hayden as Nathan pressed him up against the side of the car, shoulder-lights beaming in his face. Trife claws had torn away half of Syl’s neck at some point, leaving deep, ugly scars, though it didn’t seem to have affected his breathing or voice.

      “You should just kill me now, Sheriff. I’m not telling you a damn thing.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Hayden replied.

      Syl wheezed a little when he laughed. “Do you think I became the head of the Custodians by being soft? You can torture me all you like. You’ll just be wasting your time.”

      “Even if I aimed to torture you, which I don’t, I reckon you’re right; we don’t have the time. General Stacker, can you call in your bird for pickup?”

      “And here I thought you didn’t like to fly.” Nathan remarked.

      “Sometimes it’s a necessity.”

      “Consider it done.”

      “Thank you, kindly.” He looked back at Syl again. “I appreciate your loyalty, General, even if you are on the wrong side. The thing is, Nat’s got an Axon Intellect helping her locate Grimmel’s HQ. Not a cheap knockoff like you made—the real deal. How long do you expect it’ll take for them to show up on his doorstep?”

      Syl’s expression barely changed, but Hayden noticed the slight tick in the corner of his left eye. The man didn’t like the news. “Grimmel can take care of himself.”

      “Is that right? Because if his defenses are anything like what you brought along with you, they don’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell.”

      “You have no idea what our defenses are like. You beat me today, Sheriff. I’ll give you credit for that. But we don’t fear your wife, or an Axon creation.”

      “Maybe you should.” Hayden motioned to Nathan. “Bring him.”

      “You’re the Iron General,” Syl said as Nathan guided him back to the garage entrance. “Our sources claimed you were out of play.”

      “Your sources were wrong,” Nathan growled.

      “Either way, I didn’t realize you were Sheriff Duke’s bulldog.”

      “I’m his friend. I bet you don’t have any.”

      “Have you seen the condition of Earth, General?” Syl asked. “It’s only a matter of time before the true threat returns to finish what they started. I don’t have the luxury of friends.”

      “The only way we beat the Hunger once was together,” Nathan said. “I suppose that’s why your solution is to join them instead.”

      The gunship was descending into the street nearby when they exited the building. Nearly identical to the ship that Natalia had commandeered, additional modules had been bolted to the sides of the angled fuselage to carry additional firepower.

      “I’ll take Syl,” Hayden said, wrapping a strong hand around the man’s arm. “Can you get Tiger?”

      “Pozz,” Nathan agreed, releasing Syl into his custody.

      Of course, the general immediately tried to shake himself loose. Hayden tightened his grip and shoved one of his guns into Syl’s side. “Play nice,” he barked. Syl glared at him but immediately stopped resisting, making Hayden realize he wasn’t too keen on dying if he was willing to follow orders.

      Hayden gave him a shove, and the man started walking up the incline to the street and the gunship waiting there. Its hatch opened, the ramp descending as he approached. He smiled when he saw who appeared in the doorway.

      “Chandra,” he said. “I should have known you’d be wherever the Iron General was. You grew out your hair.”

      “Sheriff Duke,” she replied with an equally large grin. She ran her fingers through the fiery red locks that had contributed to her callsign of Pyro. “I don’t get to fly too often these days. I spend too much of my time at fancy dinners with Proxima idiots.”

      “Are you counting Haeri among those on that list?”

      “He’s less of an idiot, but not much more useful, unfortunately. Still the same pushback as always.”

      “We need him less every day.” Hayden’s lips curled in disgust as he pushed Syl up the ramp. They emerged onto street level just as Nathan, carrying Tiger like a babe in arms, ran back to the craft at a speed that belied the heft of his armor.

      Since he wouldn’t fit through the side hatch, Pyro dropped the larger back ramp, allowing him to enter the ship by the time Hayden had Syl restrained in one of the seats.

      “I got all busted up for this shriveled up old prune?” Tiger asked, sneering at the Custodian leader as Nathan put him down in the seat next to Syl and worked to secure him.

      “I’m sure Doctor Hidalgo can put you back together,” Hayden replied, sitting down on the other side of Syl. “And if he can’t, New Eden has the best doctors on Earth.”

      Within minutes, Pyro had the gunship airborne for the quick hop across the city. When they touched down in the snow just outside of Hidalgo’s home, Hayden was pleased to see a hovercycle parked outside. From the looks of the machine, he could only assume it belonged to Lyla.

      His presumption was confirmed as he walked down the back ramp, gripping Syl by the shoulder, a revolver against his back. The door to Hidalgo’s home opened, revealing Darcy, Bonnie, and Lyla behind it.

      “Sheriff!” Bonnie shouted, beaming to see him.

      “Darcy, Tiger’s hurt,” Hayden said, noticing how the expressions changed on the women’s faces as Nathan appeared from the open rear of the starship, holding Tiger in his arms.

      “Who is that?” Lyla asked with intense interest. “And what is he wearing?”

      “This is my friend, Governor Nathan Stacker, from New Eden. Nate, this is Bonnie, Darcy, and Lyla.”

      “A pleasure,” Nathan said.

      “I’ll get the gurney,” Darcy said. “Again.”

      “And this,” Hayden added, “is General Syl. He thinks he’s not going to tell me where to find Grimmel.” He squeezed the man’s shoulder. “But he will.”
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      “Negation. Confusion. It is not possible.” Max paced the length of the Centurion starship, head bowed, wringing his hands as though he were a human. “Grimmel should be here.”

      Natalia looked out through the ship’s forward surround. Since they had touched down on this ice-covered mountainside nearly four hours ago, she had been wondering if Max had told her the truth after interfacing with the hidden datastack they’d found in a compound beneath a river, of all places. The Intellect had determined that this cold desolate wasteland was where she’d find Grimmel, but after scanning the areas from overhead, the dropship’s sensors had come up empty.

      When Max had been unable to get a stable result from his algorithm, they had ventured out onto the ice on foot to look for anything that might offer a sign of a secret Custodian facility. Hours of searching had turned up nothing. And it was giving Max fits.

      “Certainty. My data is correct,” Max continued. “Frustration. I do not understand. I require answers. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “I think the answer is that you’re leading us on a wild goose chase,” Ginny said. “Buying time for Papa to figure out where we’re going so he can get there first.”

      “Negation. Rejection. I am not. I am a good Max. I will help you destroy Grimmel.”

      “If you can ever find him,” Hallia groaned, turning around in the pilot’s seat to face toward the rear. “Which you obviously can’t.”

      “Or won’t,” Ginny added. “Mama, I think Max is lying to us.”

      “Repudiation,” Max snapped. “What reason would I have to lie? I have agreed to help you, and by helping you to help the Sheriff. Intention. That is what I am required to do.”

      “Then where is the base?” Hallia asked. “Why can’t you find it?”

      “Confusion. My collection leads here.”

      Max resumed pacing, Natalia scowling at him. She didn’t want to believe Max would double-cross her, but his failure to find Grimmel had made that scenario more likely. And every minute they spent parked in the middle of nowhere was another minute Hayden was getting closer to not only catching up to her, but beating her to the punch.

      She couldn’t afford for that to happen.

      “Max, I need to reach Grimmel ahead of Hayden,” she said. “You told me your sensor algorithm would work. But there’s nothing here, which means either something went wrong, or Ginny’s right and you’re intentionally leading us astray. You wouldn’t do that to me, would you Max?”

      “Negation. Insistence. This is where the data leads.”

      Natalia reached out with her mind, pushing Max against the bulkhead and pinning his arms. He didn’t try to resist the attack, remaining still save for a nervous laugh that seemed to come from everywhere on his alien body.

      “I can separate your head from your body with a thought,” Natalia threatened. “Calculate that and give me the result.”

      “Resolution. Imprudence. It would be unintelligent to attempt to deceive you, if I value my sentience.”

      “That’s right,” Natalia replied, letting him go. “So give me something useful, and do it fast, or I’m going to have no choice but to believe Ginny’s opinion is the correct one.”

      “Affirmation. Understanding.” Max paced the ship again, pausing and muttering to himself. He was on his third round-trip and Natalia had her mouth open to again chastise him when he froze suddenly. “Realization. Deduction. Conclusion. Max is unintelligent.”

      “We all knew that,” Ginny quipped.

      “Quiet,” Natalia chided. “What is it, Max?”

      “Triangulation,” he answered. “Diffusion. The signal is stronger than my initial calculation. I am chasing ghosts. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “What are you talking about?” Ginny asked.

      “Artifacts. Outliers. Faults.” Max had immediately become more animated, his voice rising in pitch. “Confession. I should have realized sooner. I am not the Intellect I used to be.”

      “You’re saying the network data you traced isn’t taking a direct path to the source?” Natalia asked.

      “Suspicion. The data is being broadcast across every available network connection. A brute force effort to transmit directives to whatever might be listening. Consideration. Even Grimmel may not know all of Grimmel’s resources.”

      “You mean processing power,” Natalia said.

      “Acknowledgement. Affirmation. Perhaps there are multiple datastacks hidden throughout the continent? Perhaps Grimmel requires that they all solve the same equation.”

      “What equation?” Ginny asked.

      “Unknown. Indication. I traced the dataflow to a secondary amplification. To correctly pinpoint the actual location requires triangulation.”

      “That’s a tongue-twister,” Hallia commented.

      “And yet it makes complete sense,” Natalia added, relieved her faith in the Intellect hadn’t been misplaced. He clearly wasn’t trying to mislead them. He just hadn’t fully understood the nature of Grimmel’s operation. “So all we need to do is locate another datastack to triangulate the source, and we’ll have what we’re looking for.”

      “Confirmation,” Max agreed.

      “Perfection,” Natalia said with a smile. “Hallia, get us back in the air. We need to pick up another signal to track.”

      “Yes, Mama,” Hallia replied. She spun around to sit properly in the pilot’s seat. She pulled her harness over her head and snapped it into place between her legs before putting one hand on the stick and using the other to activate the engines.

      “Mama, I don’t know about this,” Ginny said. “It seems awful convenient that Max figured out the problem right after you threatened him.”

      “Incorruption,” Max replied. “You do not like Max. You would claim Max cannot be trusted no matter when Max solved the enigma. You are not Max’s friend.”

      “Mama!” Ginny complained.

      “Enough!” Natalia cried. “Go strap yourself in and be quiet. I understand why you don’t like Max, but he’s not like the Intellect that killed us. He’s on our side. We wouldn’t be this close to finding Grimmel without him.”

      “Recognition. Appreciation. Vindication. I will prove my intention when we are face-to-face with Grimmel.”

      “Which hopefully won’t be too long from now,” Natalia said.

      “Agreement. It will not.”

      “I’m glad you said that, Max. Because you have two hours, and then I intend to make good on my threats. Do you understand?”

      “Affirmation. Apprehension. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”
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      Doc Hidalgo wasn’t thrilled with the idea of chaining General Syl to a water pipe in the basement of his home, but considering the circumstances and the hulking, power-armored form of Nathan Stacker, he found it impossible to disagree.

      Hayden backed away from Syl, who didn’t bother testing the strength of the pipe or the chain thrown over the pipe. Nathan had fitted clamps through the last link on each end of the chain and then bent them each around his wrists. The Custodian seemed resigned to being held prisoner, while also refusing to give them the information they wanted, no matter how much they might torture him. A quick conversation with Bennett upstairs had confirmed to Hayden that Syl wasn’t putting on a show. It was Noah’s opinion that if the man didn’t want to spill his guts, nothing would make him talk. Besides, torture wasn’t to Hayden’s liking, even if it meant catching up to Nat quicker.

      Syl’s face brightened as Bennett stepped out of the shadows. “Colonel Bennett. So good to finally meet you in person.”

      Bennett stared at his former commanding officer. “I thought you’d be bigger. More intimidating. Like Governor Stacker.” He motioned to Nathan, standing nearby. He remained in the powered armor, unable to remove it without the help of specialized equipment still located in New Eden.

      “Size isn’t what makes a man dangerous,” Syl replied, tapping his head. “This is.” He glanced at Hayden. “Apparently, you aren’t using yours. Colonel, kill Sheriff Duke.”

      Bennett’s body tensed, and then he turned and lunged at Hayden, grabbing for the revolver on the Sheriff’s hip. Hayden easily deflected the attack before pushing Bennett into Nathan. He wrapped a huge arm around Bennett’s chest, holding him fast while he struggled to fulfill his orders.

      “You must not be using yours, to think we didn’t expect that,” Hayden replied. “Noah already told us all about your little failsafe.”

      “I thought he might have. I was simply looking for confirmation. Colonel, stand down.”

      Bennett stopped struggling. When Nathan let him go, he returned to Hayden’s side. “Sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Hayden replied.

      Syl laughed. “I don’t know what you intend to do with me down here, Sheriff.”

      “Right now, not much. I also wanted to confirm what Noah told me about your ability to control Custodian-made clones. I didn’t know you’d never actually met before.”

      “There was no need to meet,” Syl replied. “Clones like Bennett are tools, not people. Easier to replace than robots.”

      Bennett’s face twisted at the comment, and Hayden could tell he wanted to hit Syl, but couldn’t.

      Nathan wasn’t so restrained. A clone himself, he stepped toward Syl, only stopping when Hayden put an arm out in front of him.

      “Oh, that’s right,” Syl said. “You’re a Stacker. And now, the Sheriff’s tool.”

      Nathan didn’t respond to the bait. Thinking better of it, he stepped back.

      “Natalia will find Grimmel,” Hayden said. “That’s a fact. Her character’s also being slowly replaced by Idhra. What do you think is going to happen when she reaches his hiding place? How do you reckon that fight will go?”

      “I’m honestly not concerned.”

      “Maybe you should be. Have you seen her use her telekinesis?”

      “I’m aware of Idhra’s abilities, Sheriff. Grimmel designed them, remember?”

      “She can tear him and his compound apart with her mind. That doesn’t worry you even a little?”

      Syl sighed. “No. Not even a little. I’ll wait while you read between the lines.”

      Hayden’s eyes narrowed as he realized what Syl meant. “Pheromones.”

      “It’s all about the pheromones, isn’t it, Sheriff?” Syl agreed. “Raw. Basic. Natural. Humans evolved away from them. We don’t even have a vomeronasal organ to process pheromone signals the way the universe originally intended. But that doesn’t mean we aren’t affected by them. Fertility. Attraction. Danger. We can sense it, even if we can’t put a finger on it. Our olfactory nerves aren’t completely inept.”

      “I doubt protoplasm has a vomeronasal organ either,” Hayden said. “And an Axon made the Natalia clone, so she doesn’t have the subliminal instruction set you put into Bennett. Are you sure you can control her?”

      “Of course,” Syl answered. A single twitch of the muscle in his forehead suggested to Hayden he wasn’t as confident as he sounded. “Grimmel made Idhra in a lab. It would be foolish to create a monster you can’t control.” He grinned. “So you see, not only am I not bothered by Natalia finding Grimmel, I actually hope she does. It’ll put a quick end to all of this nonsense, and we can get back on track. In fact, this whole scenario is inadvertently working out much better for us than even Grimmel had planned. That’s why I was ordered here to confront you. To prevent you from preventing Natalia from continuing on her quest.”

      Hayden did his best not to show his dismay. Maybe Syl wasn’t totally confident the pheromone programming Grimmel had introduced into Idhra would be effective, but he couldn’t deny the odds were good they would be. After all, Grimmel’s programming of Bennett worked just fine. It only served to increase his sense of urgency. He needed to get to Natalia before she walked right into Grimmel’s trap. Before the Custodians could extract the protoplasm and leave her, Reva, and Miri for dead.

      “For someone who said they wouldn’t talk, you sure are telling me a lot,” he finally replied.

      “You would have figured all of this out anyway,” Syl said. “Even Grimmel knows that. Besides, the fact that you captured me in hopes I would reveal Grimmel’s whereabouts only galvanizes my confidence. As you said, Natalia has an Intellect helping her locate him. It’s only a matter of time. But you, Sheriff. You have no idea where, beyond me, to even start. Which means you won’t only not get there before it’s too late, you’ll never get there at all. The next time you see Idhra, he’ll be sending his thralls out to reconquer this planet, and your wife’s clone will be dust.”

      “But Idhra doesn’t want Earth,” Bennett said. “He said as much before we defeated him in the Arches. He wants to go to Shub’Nigu, to pledge himself and become one of the Relyeh Ancients.”

      “He’ll change his mind when he meets Grimmel. There’s a reason Natalia needs to go to him so badly.”

      “Grimmel has something Idhra wants,” Hayden said.

      “Yes,” Syl agreed.

      “What is it?”

      Syl laughed. “I’m not going to tell you everything. Just enough to make you squirm. Your end is coming, Sheriff Duke. You’re tough, and you have my utmost respect. But you can’t stop the tide from shifting. Not this time.”

      “You should just kill him, Hayden,” Bennett said. “He’s useless to us. At least you can set me free.”

      “He might not be as useless as you think,” Hayden replied.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Sheriff,” Darcy said, appearing from the darkness behind them that led to the stairs. “Do you have a minute?”

      “Pozz,” Hayden replied, glaring at the Custodian. “Do you think you’ll be okay alone down here, or are you afraid of the dark?”

      “Leaving so soon?” Syl asked. “I was just getting to my best taunts.”

      Hayden ignored him. The three men followed Darcy back to the stairs, stopping at the bottom.

      “Did he finish his analysis?” Hayden asked.

      “It’s preliminary, but he has some results he wanted to share,” she replied, a guarded grin tugging at the corner of her mouth.

      “Good news?”

      “Possibly.”

      “What is this about?” Bennett asked.

      “Control,” Hayden replied. “It’s always been about control.”
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      Doc Hidalgo was waiting with Lyla in the library for Hayden and the others, the doctor and borger hunched over her laptop. Hayden sidled up behind Lyla to look over her shoulder at what held their attention.

      “What exactly are you looking at here?” he asked, perusing the readout.

      “We jury-rigged a test to better understand the effects of pheromones, and consequently how Idhra’s protoplasm works in the human body.” She told him how they’d used the sensors from a control ring to gather nerve data for the test. He was sure it was a lot more complicated than she explained it, but it was enough for him to get the gist of their goals.

      After three hours of work, they had put their modified system to the test, and since Darcy had come down to get him, he assumed something interesting had turned up in the results. After Syl’s words had left him in the unfamiliar position of flailing for direction, he hoped they could at least put him back on a path—any path—before it was too late.

      “What did you discover?” Hayden asked, a chill running through him after the words spilled out. He had put the same question to Nat so many times during their days in Sanisco.

      “Sheriff,” Hidalgo said, looking up from the screen. “If the data is right, then we have good news and bad news.”

      “That’s better than all bad news,” Bennett said.

      “What’s the good news?” Hayden asked.

      “For one thing,” Lyla replied. “The sensor array on the control ring is capable of a lot more than we’ve ever considered using it for. The analysis tools in the USSF software also have a lot more potential.”

      “I hope that’s not the only good news.”

      “It isn’t,” Hidalgo said. “We were able to modify a surgical probe with the three primary types of control ring sensors attached to the tip. By placing it at different locations inside Corporal Kerrick, we took over a dozen readings from various parts of his body, and since we’ve been hypothesizing around pheromones, we included the nose and sinuses. I also collected a CT scan, which is why the lights were flickering earlier.”

      “The first thing we discovered is that Corporal Kerrick has a growth in his upper sinuses,” Lyla continued. “A biopsy and microscope examination suggest that the tissue may be—”

      “Vomeronasal,” Hayden said ahead of her.

      She stared at him in surprise. “Yes. How did you know?”

      “Syl just told us that’s part of the equation,” he answered. “It makes sense that Idhra’s protoplasm forces the body to build a better comm system.”

      “But what does that mean?” Bennett asked.

      “It means it can pick up increasingly complex instructions,” Lyla said, “with an increasingly weaker signal. Extending the range at which the primary protoplasm, Natalia, can control the rest.”

      “You’re saying Kerrick could turn on us at any moment?”

      “Potentially,” Hidalgo agreed. “We have him restrained to his bed right now to prevent that. So far, he’s cooperating. Darla’s been checking in on him every quarter hour.”

      “But how would Idhra’s pheromones reach from where Natalia is, all the way back here?” Hayden asked.

      “That has yet to be determined, but we have a theory.” Hidalgo picked up a book from his desk. Pheromones and Animal Behavior. “According to this, some creatures leave pheromone trails, including ants and mice. The chemicals are secreted and cling to the environment, sending messages to similar creatures who come across them. Depending on the chemicals, these pheromones can survive all but the most intentional efforts to wipe them away.”

      “So Natalia spreads the trail, and then what? She can pass messages along it like it’s a chemical network?”

      “That’s our theory,” Lyla agreed.

      Hayden considered it for a moment. “The Relyeh use a special organ to access a pocket universe called the Collective and communicate in realtime across the vastness of space. The Axon have successfully tested a synthetic version of the Collective, but have yet to fully realize success. Grimmel doesn’t have either, so he came up with his own version for Idhra. More limited, but suitable for his needs.”

      “That makes sense,” Hidalgo said. “But I don’t see how he could have created it. Imagine the level of bioengineering expertise that would entail.”

      “It was certainly possible before the trife,” Hayden countered. “And Grimmel has already shown an aptitude for advanced technology. His company helped develop the generation ships. And the bots we ran into outside were well beyond Butcher-level.”

      “They went down easily enough,” Nathan said.

      “Because you took them by surprise. After they took Tiger and me by surprise. Grimmel’s also built a synthetic Intellect.”

      “What?” Nathan whispered, shocked by the news.

      “Yep. Besides which, Grimmel’s proven he can leverage pheromones to program his clones. Thinking about Tinker, I bet those two were in communication, and I never knew it.”

      “All the more reason to take him out.”

      “Back to the pheromones,” Hidalgo said, putting the conversation back on track. “Sheriff, you wanted us to find a way to neutralize them. Since the pheromones are chemical in nature, our best bet is to disrupt them by introducing an alternate chemical that will either cover the pheromone scent or neutralize it completely.”

      “Seems logical,” Hayden agreed. “How fast can you come up with one?”

      Both Lyla and Hidalgo laughed. “With our available equipment, it could take anywhere from months to years.”

      Hayden wasn’t amused. “We have hours at best. You two are a pair of the smartest folks I’ve ever met. I know you can come up with something.”

      “If it were only that simple, I would think the answers would be in this book,” Hidalgo replied, shaking the tome. “It isn’t.”

      “Is there anywhere Idhra didn’t like?” Darcy asked, nervously speaking up. “An area it avoided? That could be a clue.”

      “Idhra never left the Arches,” Hayden replied.

      “What about Natalia? You’ve been tracking her movements, right?”

      “Pozz.” He paused to consider. “As far as I know, she’s mostly steered clear of wooded areas.”

      “Maybe there’s a plant that could cancel out her pheromone trail.”

      “A plant?” Hidalgo said. “Darcy, there are thousands of plants, mosses, fungi, and whatnot growing in the nearest forest. How would we ever pick one out of the many?”

      “You have the probe, right?”

      “Yes, of course,” the doctor responded impatiently.

      “And Corporal Kerrick.”

      “Yes.”

      Lyla smiled. “Darcy, you’re a genius.” She looked at Hayden. “We can take Kerrick into the woods. If we’re lucky, we can pick up a reaction from the protoplasm on the probe. Even if we can’t, maybe he’ll be able to sense a change in it and verbally narrow the scope. It’s still a long shot, but we might be able to identify something pretty quickly that way.”

      “It’s as good an idea as I’ve ever heard,” Hayden said, turning to Darcy. “Great work.”

      She blushed deeply, turning her face away in embarrassment. “Thank you, Sheriff.”

      “Hayden,” Bennett said. “If Grimmel did create Idhra’s pheromone comm system, it may be possible he used the same basic chemical structure on me and General Syl. If we can find a counter—”

      “We can set you free,” Hayden finished.

      “I’d love to introduce Syl’s face to my fist.”

      “I bet you would, pardner.”

      “Sheriff,” Darcy said, overcoming her shyness. “That might help solve the problem of freeing Natalia’s thralls. But we still need to find her to do that, don’t we?”

      The question deflated some of his enthusiasm. “Pozz, we do. Any ideas?”

      “Father, is the sensor array able to determine the specific chemical structure of the pheromone?”

      “No. It doesn’t work like that,” Lyla answered. “It can mainly detect neuromuscular alterations and differences, plus signals to nerve receptors and that sort of thing. It can’t break down chemical signatures.”

      Darcy sighed. “That’s too bad. I was thinking that if we could isolate the pheromones, maybe we could synthesize them.”

      “How would that help?” Hayden asked.

      “Well, we have General Syl in the basement. And we think he knows where Grimmel’s base is, but he won’t talk.”

      Hayden smiled, catching on quickly. “Odds are, he has the same pheromone programming as you, Noah, only so he can’t do anything against Grimmel.”

      “I don’t get the impression he’d ever want to,” Bennett said.

      “Neg, but Grimmel had no way of knowing that when he made him his second-in-command.”

      “And if we can turn the pheromones against him, we can get him to talk.”

      “Exactly!” Darcy said.

      “I love it.”

      Lyla coughed lightly to get their attention. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we don’t have the equipment to sniff the pheromones out, let alone copy them. But it was a good thought.”

      “I can do it,” Nathan said.

      “What do you mean?” Hayden asked, turning to him.

      “My helmet filters impurities in the air. It was part of Tinker’s original design, intended for his use, not mine. He thought breathing pure air would help him live longer. It has an onboard CPU, and it’s built on USSF software, so it should interface with Lyla’s laptop just fine. Maybe it can be modified to catalog the chemicals it filters. With a baseline, we could eliminate everything down to the pheromone structure.”

      “That’s brilliant,” Hayden said with a grin. “When did you get so smart?”

      “You can blame Chandra for that,” he replied. “And Tinker’s notes.”

      “Lyla, what do you think?”

      She nodded. “I might be able to work with that. To think you’ve got a portable lab resting on your head.”

      “I’m glad this bucket may be useful for more than just hiding my ugly mug,” Nathan replied.

      “You’ll need to stay behind. You, Darcy, Doc, and Lyla can use General Syl for testing,” Hayden said before turning to Bennett. “Lyla, I’ll need you to show me how to use the probe.” He turned to Bennett. “I guess it’s you, me, and Kerrick on this one.”

      “Great,” Bennett replied flatly. “Just like the good old days of a few hours ago.”

      “At least we can do better than skis this time. Let’s ride!”
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      “Confirmation,” Max said. “The signal is good. This is the spot.” He marked it on the topographic projection at the top of the starship’s forward surround.

      “You’re absolutely certain?” Natalia asked. “You said the same thing two hours ago.”

      “Reparation. Disconcertion. Obstruction.” Max shook his blank head. “I have refined Max’s filters. Max will not default again.”

      “You’d better not,” Natalia warned. “You aren’t getting another chance. We’ve already wasted too much time out here.”

      “Question. Why so hasty? You have Max to find Grimmel. Sheriff Hayden Duke does not have Max. He will not find Grimmel before you do.”

      “You should know by now not to underestimate Hayden,” Natalia answered. “When all odds suggest he shouldn’t be able to do something, that’s exactly when he’ll do it.”

      “Consideration. You admire Sheriff Hayden Duke.”

      “I can admire his grit and determination, and still want nothing to do with him. Hallia, bring us in.”

      “Yes, Mama,” she replied, sending the ship into a sharp descent toward the target.

      Max’s search for a nearly undetectable power signature had sent them hundreds of kilometers further north and east, to what appeared to be a tiny settlement at the edge of a lake. Despite the village’s small size, Natalia could see the outline of an airstrip beneath the snow and an associated control tower nearby. More interestingly, the streets of the settlement had been cleared, and smoke rose from the chimneys of many of the buildings.

      “This settlement is inhabited,” she said.

      “Affirmation,” Max agreed.

      “I don’t know if these folks are going to like us dropping in like this.”

      “Option. I can find an alternative location.”

      “I’m pretty sure we can handle them, Mama,” Ginny said.

      “Yes, I’m sure we can,” Natalia agreed. “Land us right in the middle of town, away from the trees. Let’s see if the natives come out to greet us.”

      “Yes, Mama,” Hallia replied.

      She watched the activity in the town as the starship continued its descent. Once it was close enough to the ground for the villagers to notice, the few in the streets froze and looked up just as she expected. More townsfolk emerged from their homes to gawk. They seemed….

      Before she could finish the thought and deem them harmless, warning tones sounded on the flight deck, and she watched the roof of one of the buildings slide open, revealing an anti-aircraft missile battery.

      “Hallia, evasive maneuvers!” she shouted, but at their altitude and speed there was no time to change trajectories. A pair of rockets launched from the battery, came right at them. Natalia reached out with her mind, taking hold of the missiles and pulling them toward one another. They collided and exploded a few hundred meters from the starship.

      “I don’t think the natives are friendly,” Ginny said as fragments of the rockets drifted back to the surface and smoke filled the view in the forward surround. “That’s fine. We don’t need to be friendly either.”

      Not learning from their mistake, the same battery tried to launch two more missiles. Natalia was ready this time, and she stopped the rockets before they had fully cleared their housing, pushing them back into the launcher. They exploded there, detonating the remaining projectiles in the system, blowing up the building and sending a fireball hundreds of meters into the sky. The villagers dropped to their stomachs or hurried back inside, eager to escape the explosion.

      “Bring us in,” Natalia repeated.

      Hallia lowered the starship to an open patch of snow near the center of the small settlement. No sooner had the skids sank into the powder than the residents began emerging from their homes again.

      This time, they were armed.

      And not with single-shot hunting rifles and primitive revolvers. Plasma bolts began sizzling off the armored hide of the starship, one after another, as more and more villagers began converging on them.

      “Confusion. They did not give us the opportunity to introduce ourselves. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “I think we already introduced ourselves,” Natalia replied. “They have no idea what they’re dealing with. Max, go out there and shut them up.”

      “Negation. I do not wish to harm innocent humans.”

      “They aren’t innocent, goo-for-brains,” Ginny said. “They’re trying to kill us.”

      “They believe we are a threat. Factuality. We are a threat.”

      “If they’re defending themselves to this extent, it means they’re with Grimmel,” Natalia said. “Which means they aren’t innocent.”

      “Consideration. Agreement. Standby.” Max walked to the hatch, which opened in front of him. Immediately, a plasma bolt struck his shields, flashing blue in front of him. “Cessation. Conversation,” he shouted. “I am Max. I come in peace. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      The villagers didn’t hesitate to continue shooting, turning more of their weapons on him. He jumped out of the starship and walked toward the largest gathering of them. As if suddenly under a trance, they stopped shooting, their expressions taking on a look of utter bafflement. Then they began turning toward one another, raising their rifles as they screamed and resumed firing. In short order, nearly a hundred villagers were dead.

      “What did he do, Mama?” Ginny asked, confused by the townsfolk’s reaction.

      “He used electrical signals to force their minds to hallucinate. They probably saw one another as us, coming off the ship.”

      “He can do that?”

      “All Intellects can. It’s a nasty weapon, but it has a short range.”

      Ginny giggled excitedly. “I love it.”

      Max continued walking toward the other townsfolk. The process continued as he neared them. They first lowered their rifles and looked confused before turning on one another and gunning each other down. In this way, he quickly cleared the immediate vicinity of the ship of enemies.

      “Let’s go,” Natalia said to Ginny. “Hal, wait here.”

      “Yes, Mama,” she replied dutifully.

      Ginny whooped excitedly and grabbed her rifle, joining Natalia as she left the ship. The hatch closed behind them. Max had already cleared the area, such that they jumped from the craft and joined him without taking any fire.

      “Salutation,” Max said as they approached. “Direction. The signal is this way.”

      They followed him toward a low-lying, yellow building near the water. It didn’t surprise Natalia at all that there was another datastack here. She figured it was set up the same way as the first one. The villagers had apparently grown tired of dying, because no additional forces confronted them until they neared the front door to the place.

      It opened ahead of them. A middle-aged woman with long, salt and black pepper hair stepped out, her hands raised to show she was unarmed. “Please,” she said. “We surrender.”

      “Smart move,” Ginny said.

      “Quiet, Ginny,” Natalia snapped. “We didn’t come here to hurt anyone. It was you who started the violence.”

      “I know why you came,” the woman replied. “Your intentions started the violence. This is sacred ground, and you defile it even now by placing your feet on it.”

      “Reparation,” Max said. “I mean you no harm. I come in peace. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “You bring a strange devil with you. And you come to destroy our god. We had no choice but to fight, as we have sworn to do since the Arrival.”

      “What’s she talking about, Mama?” Ginny asked. “She sounds crazy to me.”

      “She means the datastack,” Natalia replied. “These people think the machine is a god, I suppose.” She returned her attention to the woman. “I would think that if we were about to destroy your deity, you’d be more willing to fight to the last one of you.”

      “We’re believers, not idiots,” the woman answered.

      “I’m pretty sure both those words mean the same thing in this case,” Ginny quipped.

      “Well, the good news for you is that we didn’t come to blow up your god,” Natalia said. “Which we would have told you before all the bloodshed if you’d given us half a chance. We just want to talk to it.”

      “As I said, your presence here is defilement. We had no course but to resist, until you proved that resistance was futile. I speak for all my people when I say I wish you to be gone as quickly as possible.”

      “Aww, does that mean you won’t fight back anymore?” Ginny asked, disappointed.

      “If we had the power to stand against you, we would. Clearly, you aren’t of this world, and Grimmel always said that one day the devils would come.”

      “Your god’s name is Grimmel?” Natalia asked.

      “Yes. So it is written.”

      Ginny chuckled, struggling to hold back a deeper laugh. Natalia smiled. “Take us to him.”
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      Kerrick winced as Hayden shifted the probe within the small incision in the man’s left arm. They rode so closely together, Kerrick on the buckskin in the center of Hayden’s and Bennett’s two bays, that Hayden could easily reach Kerrick’s bare left forearm with his right hand. Holding his horse’s reins in his left, he frowned down at the readout on the laptop he’d lashed to his saddlehorn to keep it from sliding away.

      “Nothing?” Bennett guessed.

      “Neg,” Hayden replied, growing more frustrated with every step. Two hours on horseback in the biting cold and snow had worn out all the patience he had left for continued failure to find a plant that could cancel out Natalia’s pheromone trail.“If the protoplasm is affected by anything out here, I don’t think we’ll ever figure out what it is in this weather.”

      “We have to keep trying,” Bennett insisted. “We can’t let the Custodians win.”

      “We can’t let Natalia and her thralls lose,” Hayden added, kicking some snow off a nearby bush while looking at the laptop screen. Still no reaction.

      “I hope Lyla and company are having better luck than us,” Bennett commented, brushing more snow off a different plant. “I thought Darcy’s idea was genius at first. Now that my fingers are ready to fall off, I’m confident she’s evil incarnate.”

      “We knew going in that this could turn out to be a total waste of time,” Hayden said. “But it’s the only lead we have. One thing my father taught me is that giving up on leads too soon is the worst mistake a Sheriff can make.”

      “I didn’t know your father was a Sheriff too,” Bennett said.

      “Pozz. And his father. And his father before him. Back a long ways.”

      “I bet they were survivors like you, eh, Sheriff?” Kerrick asked.

      “They sure were,” Hayden replied.

      “Did you have a lot of run-ins with the trife where you grew up?”

      “Neg. Not until much later.”

      “I’d love to hear more about your childhood. It’s so intriguing to get to know the real Sheriff Duke. Not the one whose every fart gets exaggerated in tall tales.”

      “I fart in some of those stories?”

      Kerrick laughed. “None that I’ve heard, but you never know.” He winced as Hayden shifted the probe again.

      Bennett rode up to another bush and kicked it, shaking the snow off the thin branches. Leaning over, he broke one of them off and held it out toward Kerrick. “Are you afraid of my deadly weapon?”

      Kerrick snorted.

      Hayden replied. “It isn’t that plant.”

      “It isn’t anything, Sheriff,” Bennett complained. “We all know it.”

      “The Bloodhound tracked Natalia for weeks. Not once did she go within fifty meters of a wooded area. And before her, Ghoul and his ilk steered clear of trees too. That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “It also means whatever we’re looking for, it must be fairly common,” Kerrick said.

      “Then why can’t we find it?” Bennett snapped.

      “Maybe we just aren’t looking in the right place.”

      “Sheriff, we can’t stay out here too much longer, no matter what your father taught you. I know you love horses. You might not care if we freeze to death, but these noble beasts need to warm up at some point.”

      “Pozz, I’m aware,” Hayden said. “Ten more minutes, and we ride back to Hidalgo’s. We can head to the stables and pick up fresh mounts, including Zorro, and then come back out.”

      “For how long?”

      Hayden glared at Bennett. “I would think you of all people would do more looking and less complaining. You have a lot to gain if this theory of Darcy’s pans out.”

      “You’re right,” Bennett agreed, knocking snow off another plant. “Maybe what we’re looking for is lower lying? A grass or moss. Or something else just as insignificant.” He slid off his horse, dropping to his knees to push some of the snow off the ground. “Why couldn’t Natalia go after Grimmel in the summer?”

      Hayden smirked at the comment, bringing Kerrick in closer and checking his reaction to the frozen leaves and grass Bennett revealed. Still no change. Bennett straightened and began kicking at the snow, clearing it in a line toward a large tree with his foot. Hayden and Kerrick followed closely behind, the three of them advancing all the way to the tree. Still, there was no payoff for all the effort, the ten minutes Hayden allotted passed without any discoveries.

      He extended the time one more minute before finally calling the search. “All right. We need to return to town to change horses. We’ll start from the north end when we come back out.”

      “I can’t wait,” Bennett grumbled in frustration as he climbed back onto his horse.

      The forest they were skirting had been relatively silent since they’d arrived. Now, the snap of a tree branch caused Hayden to whip his head to the right, searching for the source. Bennett spun that way too, pistol already in hand. He squeezed off a round at something Hayden couldn’t see, giving rise to a sharp shriek coming from the ground cover at the tree line.

      “Wait!” Bonnie cried, hands up as she stepped out from behind the tree Bennett’s round had struck. “It’s just me, Sheriff.”

      “Damn it, Noah,” Hayden growled. “Since when are you so trigger-happy?”

      “Since we took Syl hostage,” Bennett replied. “Sorry, Sheriff.”

      Bonnie bounced over to them on her augmented legs, needing only three jumps to cover the distance. “I’m the one who’s jumpy,” she said, grinning up at Hayden.

      “What are you doing out here, Bonnie?” Hayden asked. “You’re supposed to be back at Hidalgo’s with your pa.”

      “I know. I was. But you were gone so long, I thought maybe I could help. I can clear the snow pretty fast with these babies.” She pawed at the ground with her mechanical toes, quickly pushing the snow out of the way. “See? I can help.”

      “Except you came too late,” Bennett said. “We’re headed back to town to change horses.”

      “Really?” Bonnie asked with a sigh. “I couldn’t get out here until my Pa fell asleep.”

      “He doesn’t want you out here,” Hayden said. “Which means I don’t either.”

      “I know you can protect me, Sheriff.”

      “That’s not the point. You need to listen to your father.”

      “Did you always listen to your father?”

      Hayden stared at her for a moment before smiling. “Neg. What teenager ever does everything they’re supposed to? But the fact remains, we’re headed back. Bennett can give you a ride.”

      “I don’t need a ride, Sheriff. I’ve got these.” She bounced a couple of times on her augments.

      “Sheriff, wait,” Kerrick said suddenly. “I know it’s cold out here, but I just caught a chill I didn’t have two seconds ago.”

      Hayden’s head whipped to the laptop screen. The readings had changed. Kerrick’s muscles contracted rapidly, as if something was trying to tell him to run away. He immediately looked at Bonnie’s feet.

      “Bonnie, step aside.” She did. The ground under where she had been standing was clear of vegetation. “We’re getting something. But I don’t know what.”

      “Maybe if we move around, we can get a better idea of the location,” Kerrick suggested.

      Hayden guided them away from the spot. Rather than use the probe, he watched Kerrick’s expression. The man seemed to relax a little as they moved farther away, so he brought them back to the spot and headed in the opposite direction. It only took a few steps before Kerrick’s arms began to shake, his face paling.

      “Sheriff,” he whispered breathlessly. “I don’t like this.”

      Hayden looked around, searching for what could be causing the reaction. The ground remained covered in snow. All the vegetation looked the same as everywhere else they had already been. There was no difference he could see.

      His gaze swept across the immediate area, eyes freezing and sticking to the spot where Bennett’s bullet had punched into the tree. He noticed a line of liquid spilling out of the wound like blood.

      “Bennett, did you get your finger in that?” he asked, pointing to it.

      “I’ve got it,” Bonnie said before Bennett could dismount. She ran her finger through it. “Resin. It’s sticky.”

      “Bring it over to Corporal Kerrick.”

      Bonnie took one step toward Kerrick, and the man’s face twisted. “Get away from me!” he screamed, thrusting out his hand. Bonnie was thrown back into the tree, held there for a moment until Hayden hit  Kerrick in the head with his pistol, knocking him out cold. He slumped in his saddle while Bonnie stumbled forward, regaining her feet.

      “Bonnie, are you okay?” Hayden asked.

      “I’m okay,” she replied.

      “Well, Sheriff,” Bennett said. “As unbelievable as it seems, I think we’ve found it.”
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      Hayden rode back to Doctor Hidalgo’s at a gallop, Bonnie in front of him. Kerrick and Bennett were on their way back as well, riding at a more sedate pace some distance behind them.

      Bonnie had wanted to run all the way back, but Hayden convinced her not to, pointing out that the more she used the legs, the faster the batteries would need to be recharged, with a constant risk of burning out. The number of control rings in the world were diminishing because of the chemistry in the advanced batteries, and the only way to replace them was through Proxima. While Nathan had a deal with Haeri for some of those materials, it could take a long time to procure them, even for him.“Sheriff?” Janus asked, stationed at the door when they arrived.

      “Hold onto Dixie for a minute,” Hayden said, dismounting the horse. He reached up to help Bonnie, but she hopped off on the other side, landing cleanly and laughing. He shrugged and rushed into the house. “Darcy!” he shouted.

      Hector greeted him in the foyer. “Sheriff, have you seen—” He cut off when he saw Bonnie, rushing over and wrapping her in a tight embrace. “Where did you go? I’ve been looking all over for you.”

      “I helped Sheriff Duke find the anti-plasm,” she replied.

      Hayden wasn’t about to explain the circumstances around her help. “Darcy!” he shouted again.

      She came out of the back doors to the operating room she and her father had used earlier. What is it, Sheriff?”

      “I need a bucket.”

      “A bucket?” she asked, confused. “Janus could have gotten you a bucket.”

      “I also wanted to give you this.” He pulled a small rag out of his pocket that he had used to wipe up some of the resin and unrolled it.

      “What is that?”

      “Pine resin,” he replied. “The protoplasm hates it. Maybe we can counter the pheromones.” He paused when he noticed her amused expression. “What’s funny?”

      “We have pine resin in the back,” she replied. “We use it as a salve.”

      Hayden grinned. “I guess I don’t need a bucket then.”

      “I’ll go tell Father and Lyla about your discovery.”

      “Hold on one second. How’s the synthesis coming?”

      “Lyla’s managed to capture the base chemical structure of the pheromones, but I don’t think we’ll be able to duplicate it. The compounds aren’t all from Earth.”

      “Damn. I had hoped that wouldn’t be the case. I don’t know where Grimmel got off-world materials.”

      “If I had to guess, I would say he used the trife.”

      Hayden froze, staring at her. “Of course. And we don’t have any trife left.”

      “Unfortunately, in this case. But I think it was a fair trade, overall. In any case, we’re not giving up on the idea of making our own pheromones,” Darcy said. “It’s too important.”

      “Pozz.” He paused, a fresh thought floating to the forefront. “Maybe we don’t need to make new pheromones. If Nate’s helmet can filter them, maybe we can just collect what Syl is emitting.”

      “I don’t think he’s susceptible to his own pheromones, Sheriff.”

      “Maybe not. But if they have the same basic structure, there might only be one minor difference. A key of sorts. Kind of like an IP address on a computer network. Natalia taught me about that, back in the day.” He smiled, pleased to use something about her job she had shared with him as an analogy.

      Darcy considered it before grinning back at him. “You know, that’s not a bad idea. I’ll run it by Father and Lyla.”

      “Thank you, kindly. What else can I do in the meantime?”

      “You’ve already done so much, Sheriff. Why don’t you just rest a bit while we continue our research?”

      “Doctor Hidalgo has chess,” Bonnie said. “Lyla taught me the rules. Do you know how to play?”

      “Pozz. I do. But I have to warn you, I’m really bad at it. Nat was the thinker in our family. Ginny, too.”

      “I’ll go easy on you,” Bonnie promised.

      Hayden looked at Darcy. “Let me know as soon as you have something.”

      “I will.”

      He glanced back at Bonnie. “Okay, kiddo. You’re on.”
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      “Checkmate,” Bonnie said. “It looks like I win again, Sheriff.”

      Hayden stared at the pieces on the chess board for a moment before throwing up his hands. “I guess you do.”

      “You weren’t kidding when you said you’re bad at this game.”

      “Neg. I really am that bad,” he agreed, glancing at the window. The sun drifted toward the horizon, the day nearly gone. He hadn’t expected a quick solution, but he had at least hoped for a fast yes or no on the viability of their plan. His patience was wearing thin. He turned to Tiger, resting comfortably in a wheelchair, his casted broken leg held up by an extended board. He had a bandage on his cheek and stitches in his left arm, but his attitude had remained fearless and positive. And his friends were out spreading the word about how he and the Sheriff had saved them all from the Custodian attack.

      “I think it’s your turn. Maybe you can beat her.”

      “I can try,” Tiger said. “You’ll let me win, won’t you, B?”

      “No promises,” she replied.

      “That’s my girl,” Hector said from the settee.

      Hayden moved his seat aside so Tiger could wheel himself into place at the table they were using. His mind occupied with what lay before them, he went to the window to look out. Nathan’s gunship rested on the snow directly in front of him, the setting sun glinting off the forward surround. The sky was a bright magenta, historically a good sign. Not today. He couldn’t guess how Natalia wouldn’t have located Grimmel by now. He could picture her rushing into his compound, eager to collect whatever he had that Idhra wanted, only to be frozen in place the moment she stepped inside. He imagined Grimmel’s forces grabbing her. Custodians? Synthetic Intellects? Something else? They would bring her to a lab somewhere inside, where they would extract the protoplasm from her body, leaving her a wasted shell. Sure, she wasn’t the original Natalia. But she had the same genes. She carried the same memories. And she was still in there, the way he remembered her. He had seen that back at the hangar.

      She was close enough for him to love her.

      Dammit, he wanted her back. And sitting here doing next to nothing to save her was killing him inside.

      Could Max help her? Would he? Not knowing what Grimmel had waiting for them, he couldn’t be sure the Intellect wouldn’t be easily disarmed. Considering Syl’s complete ease over the situation, he had a bad feeling Grimmel was ready for any possible intruder.

      Except maybe him.

      He remained at the window when the hatch to the starship opened and Chandra stepped out. Seeing him there at the window, she waved, eagerly beckoning him. Leaving the window, he hurried outside.

      “Hayden,” she said. “Come inside. It’s Max.”

      “Max?” Hayden replied, following her into the ship. He wasn’t sure whether to be worried or excited. How had the Intellect found him? He and Chandra hurried to the flight deck.

      “Max, he’s here,” she said.

      “Salutation, friend Sheriff Hayden Duke,” Max said.

      “Max, where are you? Are you okay?” Hayden asked.

      “Confirmation. I am well. Information. I am connected to a Grimmel Corporation datastack. Utilization. With it, I was able to route communications through New Eden to this starship. When I discovered its location, I felt elated. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Are you still with Nat?”

      “Pozz. Hesitation. I am stalling her as best I can, but she is suspicious. I cannot stall her any longer. I know where Grimmel is hiding. Do you?”

      “No. We have General Syl, but he won’t talk. If you send me the coordinates, we can be there in a hurry.”

      “Affirmation. That is why I allowed Natalia to capture me.”

      “I reckoned as much, you wily son of a gun.”

      “Coordination. Latitude, fifty-one dot one zero six zero—” His voice cut out before he finished.

      “Max?” Hayden said. “Max! Do you copy?”

      Nothing.

      “Max, come in. Max, are you still there?”

      Silence.

      Chandra tapped on the comm controls, shaking her head. “We lost him, Sheriff.”

      “Damn,” he growled. “We were so close. I told Bennett things don’t always go my way. At least we know Nat hasn’t reached Grimmel yet.”

      “It sounds like she will soon.”

      “Pozz. If Max comes back, get the coordinates before you holler for me, okay?”

      “Of course.”

      Hayden rushed from the ship. Knowing for sure they were out of time, he entered the house ready to barge into the back to see where Lyla and Hidalgo were at with their work. It irked him that Max had come so close to giving them the intel they needed only to lose his signal at the last second. It felt more like a movie than real life.

      Darcy intercepted him just past the foyer, coming out of the back door before he could go in. “Sheriff, what’s wrong?”

      “Maybe nothing. What’s the situation back there?”

      “I think we might have something. But the only way to be sure is to test it.”

      “There’s no more time. Max just radioed in. Nat will be at Grimmel’s base in less than an hour.”

      “Oh, no. If it doesn’t work, it’ll take at least that long to collect enough pheromone to try again.”

      “Then it had better work.”

      “I’ll get the others.”

      Hayden waited up front while Darcy went to retrieve her father, Lyla, Nathan, Kerrick, and Bennett. They had brought Kerrick and Bennett into the back to get different samples and measurements, hoping to discover unique traits of the pheromones through them. It was quick, dirty, back-of-a-napkin research. Desperate and dangerous. But it was also the only way they could catch up to Natalia, especially now that Max had tried to give him the coordinates of her destination and had failed.

      They returned a few minutes later. Nathan had his helmet tucked under his arm.

      “I modified the helmet to collect pheromone,” Lyla said. “We mingled it with chemicals under a microscope. It responded well to a specific enzyme we swabbed from Nathan’s mouth.”

      “We think he might possess the base signal Grimmel used to create the system,” Doctor Hidalgo added.

      “Which makes sense, considering my origins,” Nathan agreed.

      “When Nathan puts the helmet on and exhales, we think it’ll release a new pheromone,” Lyla said. “There’s no guarantee it’ll work of course. In fact, the odds are pretty stacked against it all things considered. But it’s what we’ve got.”

      “Where’s Syl?” Hayden asked.

      “Back in the dungeon,” Nathan replied. “I’m going down now.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “Me too,” Bennett said.

      They descended into the basement. Syl sat calmly against the wall, glancing over at them as they neared.

      “Sheriff, are you desperate enough to try to beat the information out of me yet?” he asked.

      “Getting there,” Hayden replied. “We have one more trick up our sleeves.”

      “Oh,” Syl said, surprised. He shifted in his shackles, managing to stand. “Do tell.”

      Nathan put on his large helmet, snapping it into place. He stepped past Hayden, moving close to Syl.

      “Intimidation definitely isn’t going to work,” Syl said. “Even from the likes of the Iron General.” He squinted slightly as Nathan exhaled into him. “And that isn’t intimidating at all.”

      “Where is Grimmel hiding?” Nathan asked.

      “He’s not hiding,” Syl replied. “That would imply he’s afraid. Regardless, I’m not telling you anything.”

      In his impatience, Hayden did his best not to explode in a violent reaction. After all, Lyla had said it was a longshot that this would work at all.

      Nathan didn’t budge. He leaned in a little closer. “General, you’re to tell me where I can find Grimmel. That’s an order.”

      Syl laughed, attention turning to Hayden. “What is this?”

      “Eyes on me, soldier!” Nathan snapped.

      Syl’s eyes immediately returned to him.

      “I expect you to stand at attention when speaking to your commanding officer, Syl!” Nathan growled.

      The Custodian shifted posture, coming to stiff attention. Hayden glanced at Bennett, who broke into a wide grin. It seemed to be working.

      “Do you know the coordinates to HQ?” Nathan asked.

      “Of course, sir,” Syl replied.

      “What are they?”

      Syl announced them sharply. Hayden closed his eyes, immediately working to commit them to memory. The first numbers matched what Max had given him. The man wasn’t lying. The man couldn’t lie. Not to Nathan.

      “Very good, soldier,” Nathan said, stepping back.

      Syl stared at him, shaking suddenly as he realized what he had just said. “Wh…what did you do?” His eyes returned to Hayden. “What did you do?”

      “Look at me!” Nathan barked. Syl didn’t respond this time.

      “How?” Syl said. “How did you make me say it?”

      “You’re a slave, General,” Bennett said. “Just like me. The only difference is that I know it and reject it. Now you know it too.”

      “I’m no slave,” Syl replied. “I’m a warrior. I follow orders without question.”

      “Even when they come from the enemy, apparently,” Bennett added, amused. “How do you even know what part of your life you chose and what part of your life is being controlled?”

      “I know because…because…” He trailed off. The new line of thinking stole all of the fight from him, and he slumped back against the wall.

      “This is what the Relyeh do,” the Sheriff said. “If they don’t kill you, they steal your free will. They turn us into slaves, or cattle, or worse. That’s the path Grimmel wants to send us down. That’s the path we’re resisting. Chew on that for a while, and maybe you’ll come to understand.” He turned away from the Custodian General. “We need to get a move on.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 50

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Sheriff, look!” Chandra said, pointing at what she saw through the gunship’s forward surround. It was impossible to miss the dark shape against the white landscape, resting at the base of a steeply ascending mountain.

      “She’s already here,” Hayden said, his heart rate jumping at the thought that even with all they had accomplished, they were still too late.

      “Her ship's heat signature’s still pretty strong,” Chandra said reassuringly. “Considering the outside air temperature, they couldn’t have touched down more than ten minutes ago.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden agreed, encouraged by the news. “Since the reactor’s shut down, I assume that means they all went inside. Wherever inside is.” Even as close as they were now, he still couldn’t see the entrance to the base, but that wasn’t surprising. Grimmel wanted to stay hidden, which meant keeping the base invisible to satellites and sensors. Not to mention human eyes.

      “Pyro, what’s that?” Bennett asked from the short corridor behind the flight deck. He pointed over Hayden’s shoulder at a second dark spot against the snowy mountainside, about a hundred meters beyond the first.

      “I don’t know,” she replied. She used the ship’s controls to enhance the projection, revealing a second vehicle settled on the ground. “That looks like an old Marine Osprey.”

      “Haeri,” Hayden growled. The sight of the aircraft heated his gut. He had given the General the coordinates to the base as promised, expecting to rendezvous with a team from the Organization after arrival. “Tell me that transport’s still hot.”

      “Negative, Sheriff. It’s cool enough that it probably arrived after Natalia and Max. I’m guessing Haeri’s troops already deployed to follow the clone.”

      Hayden was tempted to ask her to get Haeri on the comms so he could chew the man out. There was no point. For one, Haeri would already know how angry the move would make Hayden. He obviously considered beating him to Nat important enough that he didn’t care. For another, there was nothing he could do about Haeri now. Talking to him would only waste time he didn’t have.

      “I don’t want to say I told you so, Hayden,” Bennett said. “But—”

      “So don’t,” Hayden interrupted. “Pyro, get us down there asap. We can handle the Gs.”

      “We can?” Bennett asked.

      Hayden tensed his stomach muscles, prepping for the hard maneuver. He hated all sorts of flying, and he hated the sensation of falling even more. But when it came to helping Natalia, to possibly saving her life, there was no amount of discomfort that could delay him.

      He clenched his teeth as the gunship went into a steep nose-down attitude within a few heartbeats, diving straight toward the patch of snow between the Osprey and the Centurion starship. The sudden increase in Gs threatened to press Hayden into the top of the flight deck, but he wedged himself in and held on, remaining static and absorbing the gravitational force. Bennett mimicked the move behind him, while Nathan’s boots allowed him to lock magnetically to the deck.

      The ground approached rapidly, the ship dropping like a stone, giving the impression it would crash, its pieces and parts scattering on the icy terrain. At what had to be the last possible second, Chandra pulled back on the stick and activated the anti-gravity coils embedded in the hull, pushing back against the ground.

      Hayden grunted in response to the change in Gs, growing a little dizzy while the gunship pulled out of its dive, flaring to hover a hundred meters off the ground. It hung there for a few more heartbeats before Chandra reduced the power to the coils, lowering the ship straight down to the surface. It crushed the snow beneath its skids and bounced once before settling.

      “How’s that for asap, Sheriff?” Chandra asked, glancing at him over her shoulder.

      Hayden figured his face was probably white, if not tinged a bit green. He swallowed his nausea, thankful to be back on solid ground. “Great,” he said breathlessly, much to her amusement. “Wait here, and be ready to take off at a moment’s notice.”

      “Copy that, Sheriff.”

      Two knocks on the bulkhead signaled Chandra to open the rear of the ship, allowing Nathan egress.

      “Let’s go,” Hayden said to Bennett, spinning around to follow him to the rear of the ship. The cold outside air was already filling the gunship’s interior, biting at his nose and ears. He ignored it as best he could, trailing the two clones as they exited onto the snow. A quick survey revealed the trampled snow from each ship converging a short distance in front of them, where it vanished into a narrow chasm. The path quickly changed direction, disappearing between the two sides of the mountain. The space was narrow enough that no satellites could ever properly image it. Hayden lifted his right hand to his ear, switching on the comm device Chandra had provided. “Nate, Noah, do you copy?”

      “Copy,” Nathan replied.

      “Copy, Sheriff,” Bennett said.

      “It looks like they headed off into that chasm,” he said.

      “We should check the gunship,” Nathan replied. “We don’t want any surprises, and those tight quarters would make it too easy to box us in.”

      “We’re already the last horse in the race,” Hayden said. “There’s no time.”

      “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, Sheriff,” Bennett said. “I’m with the big guy.”

      Hayden gave up the argument, following Nathan to Haeri’s ship. Like before, he entered the code to open the outer hatch. Bennett and Hayden entered the ship while Nathan waited outside, too large to enter through the side door. He had only taken two steps when he noticed the dark shape in the corner.

      “Bennett, check the flight deck,” he said.

      “Is that—” Bennett said as Hayden crouched beside the mass.

      “Max,” he said. “Pozz. Or rather, what’s left of him.” Hayden reached down, pushing Max’s body over so that it spread flat on the deck. From the spill of gel at the neck, the Intellect’s head had been violently torn off. It didn’t appear to be on the ship with the rest of the body.

      “Flight deck’s clear,” Bennett said, returning from his quick search. “What happened?”

      “If I had to guess, Nat caught him spilling the location of this place to me and ripped his head off. She probably destroyed it or cast it off somewhere it’ll never be found.”

      “So, she destroyed him?”

      “Maybe, maybe not. Intellects can both relocate their core and keep a duplicate saved elsewhere on their bodies. Not to mention, Max has more lives than a cat.” He straightened up, turning back to the open hatch. “There’s nothing we can do for him right now. Let’s keep moving.”

      He and Bennett left the ship, rejoining Nathan, the trio making their way to the chasm entrance, Hayden in the lead. Nathan struggled some to squeeze through the tight corridor between the stone cliff faces, needing to shuffle sideways when they reached the first turn. He nearly got Hayden shot when gunfire from up ahead chipped the rock too close for comfort, and Hayden’s retreat was momentarily blocked by Nate’s powered armor. Nathan scraped the walls to move back, allowing Hayden to reach the corner.

      “Damn, I expected Nat had cleared the guards by the door,” Hayden said, holding tight behind cover while the enemy fire tailed off. “I should have sent you in first, Nate.”

      “No one can blame you for being eager, Sheriff,” Nathan replied. “If it makes you feel any better, that isn’t Custodian gunfire.”

      “Haeri’s team is shooting at us?” Bennett asked. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “The question is whether they’re following Haeri’s orders or if they’re in thrall to Natalia,” Hayden said.

      “Either way, we need to get past them,” Nathan said.

      “Either way, they’re not the enemy,” Hayden pointed out. “I’d rather not hurt them too badly if it can be avoided. Which means we need an answer to the question. Why are they shooting at us?” He drew the revolver on his left hip.

      “How many rounds did Lyla have time to make?” Bennett asked in response.

      “Only a dozen,” he replied. “But they should be pretty effective. The test swab got a reaction from Kerrick at fifty meters, and that was without time for the smell to spread.” He leaned his head out past the corner of the rock, getting an eye on the forward position before fresh gunfire forced him back under cover. Waiting for it to stop again, he swung his left side past the obstruction and fired a single round. The slug had been replaced with a stunner, modified with a resin mixture on its tip. The outer shell of the resin had hardened, while the interior remained soft. When the round hit, the shell shattered and the softer resin spread out, emitting the chemical signature the protoplasm seemed to hate. If Haeri’s Marines were under Natalia’s control, the compound would help disrupt the pheromone signaling, hopefully setting them free.

      “How long should we wait for confirmation?” Bennett asked.

      “Not long,” Hayden replied. He waited a few more seconds before moving out from cover, ready to duck back when the shooting resumed. When it didn’t, he advanced cautiously, unsure of how effective the compound would be. Nathan stayed back this time, just in case Hayden needed to make a quick retreat.

      Nearing the outcropping where the Marines were positioned, Hayden rushed forward, sliding on his knees as he passed a large crag. Planting one foot and pivoting, he made a quick turn as he returned to his feet, revolver from his right hip in hand and sweeping across the enemy position. An armored Centurion crouched on either side, weapons down, pressed against the rock, confused looks on their faces.

      “Sheriff Duke?” one of them ventured on seeing him. “I don’t know what’s going on.”

      “You’re infected with protoplasm. I jammed the signal. Do you remember what happened?”

      “Sergeant Jeffs left us out here to wait for you. We were supposed to run interference. Try to slow you down. This young girl showed up instead. She ignored our commands and walked right up to us. Of course, we didn’t shoot. We don’t shoot kids. Next thing I know, she told us to wait here and blast anything that tried to get past us. So we did.”

      “That has to be Miri,” Bennett said, joining Hayden at the defensive position. Nathan wasn’t far behind. “Natalia must have held her back to ambush us.”

      “I don’t think Nat is expecting us,” Hayden ventured. “She likely held Miri back to jump whoever came along next, so she could set up an outer defense.” He glanced at the Centurion. “Did the girl go back inside?”

      “I think so. My memory feels so splintered.”

      “Go back to your ship. You’re out of the fight.”

      “We have orders, Sheriff. We’re here to destroy the clone.”

      “I’m jamming the signal, but you’re still infected. If you go in there, you’ll become slaves again. I’ll take care of the clone.”

      “Sheriff, with all due respect, that’s exactly what General Haeri said he didn’t want.”

      “Are you going to stop me, Marine?” Hayden asked, his revolver still trained on the Centurion. “I told Haeri not to try anything stupid but he didn’t listen to me. Now we’ll be lucky if your companions don’t go home in body bags.” The Centurion kept his helmet tilted toward Hayden but didn’t respond. “Please don’t follow us,” he added. “You’ll only be making things worse if you do.”

      He turned his back on the Marines to continue along the chasm. The entrance to the base was ahead, beneath an overhang of rock that had kept it invisible from the air. A blast door had covered the tunnel once, but Natalia had torn it from its moorings, leaving the two-ton steel door embedded in the nearby stone.

      “Sheriff,” Bennett said. “We have to destroy all of the protoplasm. Not just what’s in the clone, but in everyone it infects, too.”

      “I know,” Hayden replied. “Hidalgo and Lyla are working on it. But it would be nice if Grimmel would provide some easy answers for that.”

      “I was under the impression you intended to kill him, now that you’re here.”

      “I don’t set out to kill anyone. I’m holding out hope that he’ll cooperate.”

      Bennett chuckled. “I wouldn’t get those hopes up too high, if I were you.”

      “I won’t. But I need to try. After Natalia’s safe.”

      “She still wants to kill you, you know.”

      “No. Idhra wants to kill me. But we’re going to bring Idhra to heel.” He patted the grip of the resin-loaded revolver before glancing over his shoulder, checking on the two Marines outside. Both had chosen to follow his warning and remain behind.

      They reached the entrance. A pair of elevators occupied the back side of the antechamber just beyond. The one on the left appeared to be a freight elevator, intended to carry heavy equipment down from the surface. But it was way too large to be of much use considering the confines of the chasm.

      At least, the chasm as it stood today.

      The hair on Hayden’s arms tingled as he realized why the room felt so strangely familiar to him. This wasn’t his first time in a place like this. He pressed the call button for the freight elevator. The other lift wasn’t large or robust enough for Nathan’s armored bulk.

      It seemed impossible to Hayden, but did the similarities continue at the bottom of the twin elevator shafts as well? Was this what had drawn both Natalia and Idhra like a moth to a flame?

      He was about to find out.
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      “No offense, Sheriff,” Bennett said as the large freight elevator lumbered upward. “But if I were Natalia, and I wanted to ambush anyone coming into the base after me, someone who got past my first line of defense, the bottom of the elevator would be my next defensive position. We’ll be sitting ducks when that gate opens.”

      “You aren’t wrong. But we don’t have another way in,” Hayden replied. “It’s this or nothing.”

      “I’ll take point,” Nathan volunteered.

      “Is that armor plasma and bullet-proof?” Bennett asked.

      “To an extent. It’ll buy us a few seconds. That’s all Sheriff Duke will need.” He smiled behind the tinted faceplate of his helmet.

      They waited nearly two minutes while the huge lift rose steadily along four steel tracks embedded in the rock shaft. To Hayden, it felt like hours. And considering the racket the elevator made, there was no way whatever waited down below could miss their imminent arrival. Like he had told Bennett, they didn’t have a choice. If they wanted to reach Nat and Grimmel, they needed to fight through whatever either one of them could throw their way.

      The cab, nothing more than a metal cage, ground to a stop. Sliding the gate aside, Nathan stepped in first, Hayden and Bennett right behind him. Bennett closed the gate and pressed the red button on the control box beside the gate. The cage began to move with a jolt, carrying them slowly downward, shaking and clanging along its tracks.

      Expecting close combat when the gate opened, Bennett moved back to stand beside Hayden, letting Nathan step into the forward position. He had foregone his huge, too-powerful-for-the-situation rifle for a large pistol that still packed a heavy punch. He drew it from its holster, making sure the belt-fed magazine between his waist and the grip wasn’t twisted. Hayden waited behind him on his right, pulling both revolvers. Bennett, to the left, shouldered his smaller plasma rifle.

      “Nobody shoot until I do,” Hayden said. “It’s likely Nat turned the rest of the Centurions Haeri sent after her and set them to guard the bottom of the shaft. If that’s the case, I’ll handle them.”

      “Pozz,” Nathan agreed.

      The elevator continued its descent. Looking down through the small gap between the wall and the side of the cage, Hayden could see light at the bottom of the shaft, but little else. Searching for clues as to whether or not this place was what he thought it was, he came up empty. He would just have to wait until they reached the end of the line.

      He could sense Bennett’s tension as the rough rock wall of the shaft suddenly gave way to smooth metal facing. Ten meters later, the cage ground to a halt before a large steel blast door obviously separating the shaft from the expected ambush on the other side.

      “Here we go,” Nathan said, no hint of fear or anxiety in his voice.

      “Part your legs a little,” Hayden said, “so Bennett and I can use them for cover.”

      Nathan spread his legs akimbo, Hayden and Bennett crouching behind them. Firing between Nathan’s legs would allow them to react more quickly to whatever they saw once the blast door parted.

      Nathan opened the cage door, triggering the heavy doors in front of it. They slid apart in a sluggish screech. The amount of light passing through the initial crack between them threatened to blind Hayden. Squinting to see exactly what he faced, the smell clued him in first as to what awaited them.

      Hayden’s vision cleared as the light diffused through the widening gap between the doors. He did his best to suppress his sudden nausea as the blast doors opened upon a long corridor with a smooth stone floor and metal walls. It was well-lit from overhead by a series of bright LEDs. The first thing he noticed were the blood splatters running down the walls. Next, the dead Centurions splayed across the floor, their thick armor shredded, gruesome wounds still seeping blood.

      Lying among them were the twisted, mottled, powerful bodies of a pair of dead hellions.

      “Just great,” Hayden said, straightening up. His ankle hurt suddenly, reminding him of his one wound he’d suffered that still refused to completely heal.

      “What are those creatures?” Nathan asked. “Modified trife?”

      “Neg. Hellions. Grimmel’s version of a trife. I should have guessed he’d be keeping them as guard dogs. It’s actually pretty impressive Haeri’s team took out two of them.”

      “It looks like Natalia made it through them without a problem.”

      “I think they came after she passed through,” Hayden said. “Grimmel doesn’t want Nat dead. Not until he has the protoplasm, anyway.” He glanced at Nathan. “I guess you should have brought your rifle after all.”

      Movement from one of the Centurions drew Hayden’s attention. He circled Nathan and entered the corridor, crouching beside the man, whose left leg had been nearly severed by one of the hellion’s large claws.

      “Sh…Sheriff Duke?” the man whispered, laboring to breathe.

      “Pozz. Just relax. You’re hurt. We need to get you out of here.”

      “M…my unit.”

      “Are you Sergeant Jeffs?”

      “Yes. M…my unit. Are…are they…”

      “They’re okay, Sergeant. The hellions are dead. Just relax, help is on the way.”

      Jeffs didn’t answer. He was already dead.

      A sharp howl from deeper inside the facility brought Hayden’s attention back to the far end of the corridor. He had expected the shaft to open up into a huge cavern, a hiding place for a massive starship that had never made it out into space. It was possible that’s what was originally intended to be here, but apparently Grimmel had once had a different plan for the space.

      A second blast door waited at the far end of the passageway. Hayden straightened up and motioned for Nathan to take the lead. A hellion’s claws could slice through almost anything, but the Iron General’s thick powered armor might give them a chance to react against a hellion.

      “Nathan...”

      “I got it, Hayden,” he said grimly as he moved past the Sheriff to retake point.

      Drawing the conventionally loaded revolver from his left holster, Hayden holstered the resin-loaded revolver in his right hand, replacing it with a microspear and then advanced, staying just behind and to Nathan’s right. Bennett remained to his left. The motion activated blast door opened on its own as they neared it. The trio froze as if in lockstep, weapons ready, waiting for another of the gruesome creatures to leap out at them.

      Instead, a hellion lay dead in the t-junction ahead of them, its head crushed like an overripe grape.

      “Nat was here,” Hayden said, his voice low, no inflection at all in it.

      “Which way did she go?” Bennett asked, the tenor of his voice just as stunted and flat.

      Nathan moved ahead, having to duck to get through the doorway. He looked in both directions, sensors in his helmet offering additional information Hayden and Bennett didn’t have.

      “There’s another dead hellion down there,” he said, pointing to the right.

      “Then that’s where we’re going,” Hayden replied.

      A fresh round of howls echoed through the corridors. Hayden and Bennett whirled around, checking their six. “Uh, Sheriff,” Bennett said softly, his eyes glued to the pair of hellions that had come around the corner fifty meters behind them. “Should we run?”

      “You can’t outrun them,” Hayden replied. “The only way to survive is to stand and fight.”

      Bennett nodded and opened fire, spewing plasma at the hellions as they broke into a charge, scampering along the floor with a grotesque elegance. The bolts ripped through their flesh and drew blood but didn’t slow them down.

      Hayden was more controlled in his approach with the microspear. He set himself and waited for the exact moment to strike.

      Nathan opened fire on one of the hellions. The heavy slugs from his pistol tore big holes in the creature, while the impacts slowed its momentum and ultimately brought it to the floor. He swung his weapon toward the second hellion, but Hayden sprinted ahead to meet it, squeezing off a round that caught it in the left eye. A second took out its right. Blinded, the creature still moved as if it knew where Hayden was, launching itself at him, huge claws slashing the air.

      Hayden ducked underneath it and to the side, lining up the microspear with the hellion’s inordinately large head. He thrust the blade upward, sinking it deep into its chin before letting go of the Axon weapon. It did what it was designed to do. It sprouted needle-thin barbs, the points extending into the creature until they ripped apart its internal organs. It screamed as it rose back to its full height and then dropped to the floor and slid to a stop, dead.

      ”You can kill them that way, I suppose,” Bennett said. “My way was cooler.”

      Nathan chuckled. “You need a bigger gun, kid.”

      Hayden retrieved the microspear from the dead hellion. “Or one of these.” Rearmed, he turned in the direction Natalia had gone. Another round of howling nearby instilled a fresh sense of urgency.

      They were clear for now, but Hayden knew they wouldn’t be for long.
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      Hayden stayed tight to the corridor wall, giving Nathan plenty of room to fire his hand cannon down the passageway at the four hellions chasing them through the compound. Having already dropped six of the beasts, he was sure his friend was almost out of ammunition, though somehow rounds continued feeding through the belt at his hip to the weapon.

      A dozen slugs launched from the weapon, chewing into the lead hellion like a meat grinder. The others scrambled over the bloody mess without slowing. Teeth bared, mouths spilling drool, they howled and hissed, gaining on the trio.

      Bennett switched his rifle to stream, filling the corridor with superheated gas. The next two creatures screamed in pain and fell back, their flesh and bone sizzling and burning away. They would heal from the burns and get back into the fight, but Noah had bought them some time.

      But time for what?

      The trailing demons had forced them to worry more about escape than tracking Natalia, and they had yet to cross paths with her or discover anything that might give them a clue regarding her whereabouts. Hayden still didn’t know if Grimmel had managed to subdue her with pheromones, or if she had shaken off the attempt and killed her adversaries. Did they have her in a lab somewhere, ripping Idhra’s protoplasm out of her, or was she on the way to reaching her goal of perhaps killing Grimmel himself?

      What Hayden had learned was that the base was much bigger than he’d anticipated. It occupied multiple subterranean levels that were organized in a hub and spoke design of concentric rings. Having already tried using elevators located in the center of each spoke, he had surmised the facility had a funnel shape, smaller on the bottom and larger up top, and that they had entered somewhere near the middle. To his chagrin, he’d also discovered that the lifts were designed to impede travel through the compound, not facilitate it. Each elevator only went to specific floors, making it difficult to advance immediately to the top or bottom floors.

      Despite conquering nearly two kilometers of passageways, the only rooms they’d seen so far had been empty, which might have been strange, except the only other life forms they’d encountered were the hellions. Those two discoveries left him to wonder if Grimmel was still here or if the base had been abandoned to the demons. All the hellions needed was a radiation source to stay fit and fed, and he had no doubt one had been provided.

      “I’m out!” Bennett shouted, the last of his stream fading away. He tossed the rifle aside, reaching for his sidearm, for all the good it would do against the hellions. They had healed enough in the short interval since Noah had singed their hides to catch back up to them.

      Nathan launched another barrage of slugs at them, blowing two of them to bits and splattering the corridor wall with their life blood. “I’m almost out,” he announced. “Thirty rounds remaining.”

      Even if they dispensed with the last of the hellions in pursuit of them at the moment, experience had taught Hayden that more hellions would show up soon enough. If they could just break free for even a minute to catch their breath and think, that could make a huge difference.

      “Nate, take those last two out. Your ammo won’t last anyway.”

      “Copy, Sheriff,” Nathan replied. He burned half his remaining rounds blowing gaping holes in the hellions, the pair dead before they stumbled to the floor.

      The three men slowed to a fast walk, remaining alert as they continued around the bend of the third inner ring, Hayden bringing them to a halt. Closing his eyes and listening, he didn’t hear any of the howling that signified any more hellions had caught their scent. They were clear for the moment.

      “I have to tell you, Sheriff,” Bennett said, hands on his hips to open up his lungs to collect more air. “This sucks.”

      “I’ve had better days,” Hayden admitted. “The trouble is, we have no idea where we’re going, and this place is too big to search every corridor.”

      “Not to mention, even you’d get eaten long before we could,” Bennett said.

      “I’d say we should split up, but the only reason we’ve survived this long is because we stuck together,” Nathan added. “And that was before we ran out of ammo. We need to get the hell out of here and come back with an army if we want any chance of finding Grimmel or Natalia.”

      “We don’t have time for that,” Hayden said. “If you two want to retrace your steps back to the surface, that’s okay with me. But I can’t…I won’t stop now.”

      “Even if it means getting killed?”

      “Pozz. I’m willing to die for the chance to make things right with Natalia. Nothing can bring the original back, but this clone is the next best thing I can ever hope to find. And I don’t care how many hellions I need to go through to get to her.”

      “Well, I never planned to live that long anyway, and I’ve never had an actual friend before, so I’m with you, Hayden.” Bennett grinned and clapped a hand to his shoulder.

      Nathan looked grimly at Hayden. “We’ve been through a lot together,” he started. “But—”

      “But you have New Eden to think about. And Chandra,” Hayden finished for him. “I know we didn’t know what to expect when we came here. I also know this isn’t even close to anything we might have expected. And the truth is, we can’t even be sure Grimmel is here. No one else seems to be, except for Nat and her slaves.” A sharp howl echoed through the passageway. “And the hellions.” The robust howl suggested at least one hellion was halfway around the ring. If it had caught their scent, it would be here soon enough.

      “We should hide, Sheriff,” Bennett said, motioning to one of the many doors that lined the passageways.

      Hayden nodded. Bennett tapped the control to open the door and the three of them ducked inside. Like all of the other doors they had opened, this room was empty, despite its relatively large size. From the empty layout, Hayden decided it had once been an apartment.

      “I guess you’re stuck with me a little longer,” Nathan said, remaining near the door with his hand cannon ready.

      Hayden used the opportunity to quickly search the apartment, entering each of the rooms and looking for anything that might give them direction. In the bathroom, he found that the faucet still worked, producing clean, likely potable water. He cupped his hand to drink before splashing some of it over his face. Staring at his reflection in a mirror over the sink, he narrowed his eyes, trying to silently talk himself into coming up with a plan.

      The hellion howled again, this time the sound much closer. A matching howl sounded from further away. The number of creatures was increasing again.

      “We can’t stay here,” Nathan said. “We’ll be trapped.”

      “If we go out there, it’s just more of the same,” Bennett said. “What do we do, Sheriff?”

      Hayden left the bathroom, angry with himself for not having any answers for them. “What is it about this place?” he said. “Where did everyone go? Or did no one ever live here? And if not, why not? And if so, why did they leave and take everything with them, down to the last crumb and stick of furniture?” He ran his hand through his hair, pushing it back off his face. “Who made the hellions for Grimmel? Where did they go? Has General Syl ever been here?”

      “Sheriff, I don’t see the point of all your questions.”

      Hayden ignored him. The questions might not be relevant, but they were an important part of the process. “If no one’s been here in a long time, the hellions should have been feeding, or in hibernation near their energy supply near the base reactor. Maybe they heard Natalia when she entered, or maybe Grimmel sent them out. I think it’s more likely he’s controlling them in some way.”

      “So, do you think the resin will work against them?” Nathan asked.

      “Neg, even if that breaks Grimmel’s spell on them, their instinct is still to kill humans. The point is, if he’s controlling them, he may be sending them out in waves, hoping each subsequent one will kill us, while holding the rest back. If that’s the case—”

      “Sheriff, I don’t like where you’re going with this,” Bennett interrupted.

      Hayden smiled. “If that’s the case, we’ve been going about this all wrong.”

      “Sheriff, we’re nearly out of ammo.”

      “We shouldn’t be running away from the hellions. We should be running to them.”
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      “I know you’re the Sheriff and all,” Bennett said. “But that’s crazy. Even for you.”

      “Pozz. But I already told you, I’m willing to die to save Natalia. I don’t expect either of you to come along.”

      “Well, hell. I’m with you, Hayden,” Nathan said, surprising him.

      “What? You just said you needed to think of New Eden.”

      “I am thinking of New Eden. If Grimmel gains control of Idhra, what chance do you think any of us will have, even in New Eden, against him? Maybe not today or tomorrow, but over time. We need to stop this right here, right now. Before it gets too big to stop.”

      “It’s already too big to stop,” Bennett said, drawing a pissed off look from Hayden. He shrugged, gesturing with the lift of his hands. “That’s just how I see it.”  He gave Hayden a lopsided grin. “But it would sure be fun to prove me wrong. I’m in.”

      Hayden chuckled. More and more, this Bennett reminded him of the original, a man who'd never failed to see the true picture of things right in front of him. He clapped his hand to the man’s shoulder and smiled warmly. “I’m glad you’re with us, Noah.”. He reached into his pocket, retrieving one of the microspears and holding it out to him. “This will kill a hellion with one stab, as long as you break the skin. It needs a few seconds to work, though.”

      “You know what they say, Sheriff. Never bring a gun to a hellion fight.”

      “I don’t think that’s what they say,” Nathan commented, smirking.

      “Nate,” Hayden added, turning back to the Iron General, “if you can stun them with your fists, we can land the killing blows.”

      “It may not be the best plan, but at least it’s a plan.”

      The hellions howled again, definitely much closer this time.

      “We know they came from around the ring, near the other side,” Hayden said. “We need to figure out if they’re using the elevators, or just the shafts. If they have their own means to traverse the compound, we might be able to find a shortcut.”

      “To where?” Bennett asked.

      “Following them should lead us to the reactor. It has to have a terminal connected to it, which I can use to get into the system. With any luck, I can pull up a schematic of this place.”

      “Well now, this really does sound like a plan. Let’s hope Natalia is just as lost here as we are.”

      “She made a mistake destroying Max,” Nathan said. “He probably could have led her right where she wanted to go.”

      “That’s not Nat,” Hayden replied. “That’s Idhra. The protoplasm’s growing too powerful for Nat to deny. Are you two ready?”

      “Ready, Sheriff,” Nathan said. Bennett nodded.

      “Open her up. Let’s go.”

      Nathan hit the door control. It slid open, revealing a hellion running past them. The creature stopped and whirled in their direction. Nathan already had his pistol against its head, a single round from the powerful gun splattering brain matter on the opposite wall.

      Of course, the noise drew the attention of the three other hellions that had already passed the door. They turned and rushed back, forcing Nathan to backpedal while Hayden waited by the open door, just out of sight. When the hellions reached the doorway, he lunged out, stabbing the nearest one in the side with the microspear and letting go of it. He ducked and rolled away from the second hellion, just barely evading its claws. Noah leaped from the doorway and tackled it, jamming his microspear into its eye. The better positioning killed it more quickly, the weapon’s barbs shooting directly into its brain. He yanked the spear out, turning and throwing it at the third hellion as it ran toward Nathan. The spear hit it just below its shoulder blade, the barbs taking a few moments to reach its vitals, chewing the organs into mincemeat.It fell to the floor just short of the big man’s feet, thrashing a few moments before it died.

      “Nice work,” Hayden said, retrieving the spear from his dead hellion. Bennett did the same with his.

      The three men raced back the way the creatures had come, toward the source of the howling. They were nearly there when another pair of the monsters appeared ahead and charged them. Nathan used four more of his remaining rounds on them, killing them both from a distance. “Ten shots left, Sheriff,” he said.

      “Keep making them count,” Hayden replied.

      They slowed when they reached the area Hayden believed the hellions were coming from. At first, he didn’t see any obvious signs of an entry point to the level. There was an elevator shaft, but the doors were closed tight, and he didn’t think the creatures were smart enough to open them. Slowing to a walk, they continued past the elevator, further around the curve of the corridor. A loud howl from behind spun them around and sent them running back the way they had come.

      The last of four hellions had just climbed out of the elevator shaft, the doors closing behind it, as Hayden and the others ran into its view. The absence of a cab meant the demons had climbed up. But there were no claw marks on the doors to suggest they had been forced open. A cold chill ran down his spine. He should have assumed from the start that Grimmel was watching them. Unfortunately, he didn’t have time to look for hidden cameras.

      Their sudden appearance caught the creature by surprise, buying them an extra second or two as the other hellions turned to run back into the fight. Hayden drove his microspear into the stunned creature’s skull. Nathan downed two more with five more rounds before barrelling into the other two, their off-balance swipes gouging his armored shoulders. He grabbed the two creatures by their necks, dropped to a knee, and slammed their heads into the floor. He held them there long enough for Bennett to drive his microspear into one creature’s skull, instantly killing it, and then pulling it out to do the same to the other.

      “This is easier than I thought it would be,” Bennett said.

      “Speak for yourself,” Nathan replied, running his gloved fingers over the three gashes to the left shoulder of his armor, his right shoulder bearing similar furrows. The hellion’s claws were nearly deep enough to penetrate the inch-thick composite alloy.

      “Just be glad you have the Iron General’s suit,” Bennett said. “Or you’d be unarmed right now. Get it? Unarmed?”

      Nate stared a virtual hole through Noah, who merely shrugged it off.

      Hayden shook his head. “Nate, can you open the doors?”

      “Pozz,” he replied, digging his fingers into the metal to get a grip before easily defeating the motors holding the elevator doors closed. Hayden immediately leaned in beneath his right arm, looking down. Extra light filled the shaft as the door at the bottom opened to allow more hellions inside.

      Hayden looked up, searching for the cab. It sat just over their heads. Was Grimmel moving it to give the hellions better access to the three of them? He didn’t linger on the thought. The creatures at the bottom of the shaft had already spotted them and were scaling the framework in a hurry.

      “Back up; we’ll hit them as they come out,” Hayden said. He and Nathan backed away from the shaft, with Nathan in the center and Hayden and Bennett on either side of him. The doors didn’t close when Nathan released them. No doubt, Grimmel held them open.

      The hellions didn’t stand a chance. They were too vulnerable coming up through the opening. Nathan quickly grabbed the first two, allowing Hayden to stab the first one and Bennett the second. Nathan managed to get the third one down on the floor, where he promptly stomped on its head, crushing the creature’s hardened skull in a demonstration of his armor’s truly incredible capabilities.

      “I’m glad you decided to stick around, Nate,” Hayden said as he tapped the elevator controls. Of course, Grimmel didn’t allow it to respond.

      “I noticed this place doesn’t have any emergency stairs,” Bennett said. “Even though it seems like people used to live here.”

      “Grimmel was thinking ahead,” Hayden agreed. “He built this place for its current purpose. Anything before that was just a stepping stone to get here.”

      “Scary thought,” Bennett said.

      “The scarier thought is if he started the construction before the trife arrived on Earth.”

      “How could that be? He would have had to know what was going to happen.”

      “Or this place was never about the trife, and his plans were never fully about the Relyeh.”

      “That is a scarier thought,” Bennett decided.

      “We need to climb down.”

      “I’ll go first,” Nathan said. “See you ladies at the bottom.” He returned to the shaft, looked down, and jumped.

      A few seconds later, his landing echoed up the shaft. Both Hayden and Noah leaned into the shaft to see Nate standing at the bottom, hands on his hips and looking up. “Well, are you coming down or not?”

      “I wish I had one of those suits,” Bennett said.

      “If you think that’s impressive, you should see an Intellect skin.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Pretty much what it sounds like, but wearable and controllable by a human.”

      “Yeah, I want one of those too.”

      Hayden smiled as he turned and stepped down onto the maintenance ladder on the side of the shaft. Rather than climb down, He let his feet skim the outside of the side rails, gravity pulling him down faster than he could have climbed down. Gripping the rails tighter to slow down as he neared the bottom, he landed smoothly behind Nathan. Bennett copied his maneuver, coming down right behind him.

      “Onwards and downwards,” Bennett said as Nathan pulled open the elevator doors.
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      Hayden, Bennett, and Nathan continued through the complex, following an increasingly dense onslaught of hellions toward their source. Nathan used up the few remaining rounds in his hand cannon in no time, leaving him no other option than to punch and kick the vicious creatures while Hayden and Bennett stabbed them with the microspears.

      Along the way, Hayden figured out the system Grimmel used to send them. He did it by controlling the elevator cabs and cages in the many shafts, using varying short tones to guide them in a specific direction. In effect, Grimmel led the hellions like an invisible pied piper, shunting them directly to them by the shortest routes possible. To Hayden, the sporadic nature of their arrival and the inconsistent size of the groups suggested some were either getting lost or splitting off to follow a second signal.

      A signal that he believed Grimmel was using to send the hellions after Natalia and her thralls.

      If that was the case, it meant the pheromone control over her had likely failed. Or perhaps either Idhra or Natalia had found a way to overcome it. But Grimmel had to know the hellions were no match for her telekinetic abilities. They couldn’t exactly be taught that the key to resisting the hidden force was to not resist the hidden force. Even knowing the solution wasn’t enough. It went against every natural instinct to lean into an attack rather than trying to defend against it.

      They knew they were getting closer to the source when the trickle of hellions intensified to a steady stream of two or three at a time. Hayden could tell Nathan and Bennett were getting tired. And Nathan’s armor had so many gashes, slashes, and gouges in it that he was amazed the hellions hadn’t hit anything critical or managed to completely pierce the protective shell. Hayden was getting tired too, but his motivation and determination kept him focused and steady. He had already decided he would get through the hellions on sheer will, if that’s what it took. He refused to let Nat down again.

      It was a promise he soon found himself struggling to keep.

      By Hayden’s count, they’d left a trail of nearly thirty dead creatures behind them. It was a feat Hayden would have considered impossible after the difficulties he’d had with the ones he’d hunted. It was a testament to the abilities and fortitude of Nathan and Bennett that they had made it this far.

      When they finished off yet another hissing, howling hellion and nearly a dozen more appeared ahead of them, Hayden’s will faltered. Bennett’s body language suggested the same, and even Nathan seemed to deflate. It was the largest group they had encountered. To think the three of them could defeat all of them together seemed beyond reality. That it was the last of the security detail put in place by Grimmel was the only hope Hayden had to cling to.

      “We can’t stop now,” he growled, pulling his revolver. He hadn’t used it much so far, but they needed every bit of help they could get against a bunch this size. “Let them come to us, they can only fit three across.” As he said it, some of the hellions used their claws to latch onto the ceiling, more advancing toward them at once.

      “You were saying?” Bennett said.

      Hayden replied by opening fire, emptying his non-resin rounds into the demons. He managed to knock two of them off the ceiling before quickly reloading and shooting again. His bullets dug into the hellions, barely slowing them as they healed from the wounds.

      It was obvious to Hayden, and likely to Nathan, too, that he wouldn’t make it through this assault unharmed. His armor was far too damaged. Yet, he stepped forward now to once again absorb the brunt of an attack.

      That he had gone from initially wanting to return to New Eden, to all-in on the fight, to willingly sacrificing himself humbled and angered Hayden. So many people had already given their lives to help him in the fight against the Hunger. Nathan wouldn’t only be a devastating loss for him. He would be a loss for the thousands of people who had moved to New Eden. The people who called him Governor.

      The hellions charged down the corridor toward them, closing fast. Every instinct in Hayden told him he should order Nathan and Bennett to run. They still had a chance to escape if they moved quickly enough. Nate didn’t need to die for an already lost cause. But like fighting telekinesis, Hayden again resisted his instincts. Not only when he jumped in front of Nathan, revolver in one hand, microspear in the other, ready to take the brunt of the attack, but also when he cried out for help from the most unlikely source.

      “Grimmel!” he shouted. “Wait! Let’s make a deal.” His finger rested on the trigger, already beginning to depress as the hellions closed within a few seconds of contact.

      “Sheriff!” Nathan shouted, his hand closing on Hayden’s shoulder, the mechanics of his armored fingers tensing to toss him aside.

      A sharp tone suddenly sounded from behind the hellions, the creatures pulling up within an arm’s reach of Hayden, fighting the command to halt. The tone sounded a second time, and they tipped their heads first one way and then the other, like confused dogs uncertain over which instinct to follow. Attack or obey their master’s command. When the sound came a third time, they finally relented, turning around to stand there stone still.

      Grimmel had heard him.

      “Sheriff,” Nathan said in a tone that quickly drew Hayden’s attention. “The HUD in my faceplate just changed. The text across it says, what do you propose?”

      “Is that really Grimmel?” Bennett asked, a hint of awe in his voice.

      “You can’t stop Natalia, can you, Grimmel?” Hayden asked. “Your control system isn’t working. And the hellions can’t stand up to her.”

      “I cannot defeat her,” Nathan said, reading Grimmel’s words. “And you cannot defeat me.”

      “Pozz,” Hayden agreed. “But I can stop her. What is that worth to you?”

      “I do not believe you can defeat her,” Nathan read.

      “All right, maybe I can. Maybe I can’t. But you don’t need to honor a deal with a dead man.”

      “True. What do you propose?”

      “Sheriff, can I talk to you for a second?” Bennett asked. “In private?”

      “I don’t think there is any privacy here,” Hayden replied.

      “You’ve been against Grimmel from the start. You know what he’s capable of, and what he intends to do with Earth when he gets his way. How can you possibly cut a deal with him?”

      “Because I want my wife back,” Hayden snapped. “And because it’s the only way we get out of here alive. And maybe we can come to an agreement that works for everyone.”

      “He says that we’d better come to an agreement quickly,” Nathan said. “Natalia is close to locating him.”

      “First, you don’t get the protoplasm back,” Hayden said.

      “No deal.”

      “Okay, die then.”

      “You will die first.”

      “I’m okay with that if I can’t get what I want. Are you? You’ve been at this a long time. You can make other plans.”

      “Hold on,” Nathan said. “I guess he’s thinking. Oh, here we go. Very well. But the protoplasm must be destroyed.”

      “As long as we can do it without killing Nat, I’m game,” Hayden said.

      “Agreed. You must come quickly.”

      “And,” Hayden added, “you need to stop trying to produce a false Relyeh Ancient for a hundred years.”

      “He’s thinking again,” Nathan said. “Very well.”

      The answer surprised Hayden. He hadn’t expected Grimmel to give in so easily. He had to be sweating Natalia’s imminent arrival pretty badly.

      “Anything else?” Nathan asked for Grimmel.

      “No more experimenting on kids. For any reason.”

      “Already done. Time is running out.”

      “My history speaks for itself. What assurances do I have that you won’t double-cross me?”

      “It is a risk you must be willing to take, Sheriff Duke,” Nathan read.

      “I suppose so. How do we get to you before she does?”

      “The hellions will lead the way.”

      A new sound in the corridor drew the hellions away. Hayden glanced at Nathan and Bennett. “Come on,” he said, following the creatures as instructed, Nate and Noah close on his heels.

      “I can’t believe I’m actually going to meet Grimmel,” Bennett said.

      “I thought you switched sides?” Nathan asked.

      “I did, but it’s still kind of incredible, after all this time.”

      Hayden couldn’t really argue with that. After everything Grimmel had put him through, he was eager to meet the man behind the curtain. He was eager to see Natalia again, too. Soon enough, he wouldn’t just have a second chance with his wife. He would have bought a hundred years of quiet from Grimmel. Plenty of time for Earth to recover and prove his plan a failure.

      His right hand drifted to the revolver carrying the resin bullets. A few well placed rounds would free Miri and Reva from the protoplasm’s control. A few more would weaken Idhra enough to make dealing with Nat a simple task.

      Compared to his first fight against Idhra, this would be a piece of cake. That is, if Grimmel could be trusted.

      The hellions led them to the center of the level, where a steel railing ringed a large open hole in the floor. The hellions climbed over the railing and dropped down into the hole.Hayden, Nate and Noah followed them to the edge. A chill ran down Hayden’s spine when he looked down into the hole.

      “That’s a lot of hellions down there,” Bennett commented, his voice conveying equal measures of shock and terror. Despite the numbers they had killed, at least a hundred more of the creatures were gathered on the catwalk surrounding a simple black box that seemed to float about two feet off the ground, a steady beam of energy passing through it. “What’s in the box?”

      “If I had to guess, I’d say that’s an Axon energy unit,” Hayden replied. “A nearly limitless power source. Enough to bring electricity back to the entire planet if we built the infrastructure to carry the load.”

      “And Grimmel’s hoarding it for himself?” Bennett asked.

      “Sure seems that way.”

      “Sheriff, he says to go through the door on the other side of the platform, and do it quickly.”

      Hayden nodded, and they quickly circled the pit. The door opened on their approach, revealing a small room with an Axon teleporter inside. An intricately etched glass ceiling and floor defined the interior of the machine, while a small table with an open laptop appeared to serve as the control unit. Similar to Grimmel’s Intellect, it was close to Axon technology, but not quite the same. Where had Grimmel gotten it all?

      The laptop screen turned on, the screen rapidly changing as Grimmel controlled it remotely. The lines on the floor and ceiling of the teleporter began to glow blue and words flashed on the screen:

      STEP ONTO THE GLASS

      They did as Grimmel asked. A flash of blue light momentarily blinded Hayden, and then they were somewhere else. At least, he thought they were. The small room appeared identical to the first, except the door was closed and the laptop rested on a folding table instead of a desk.

      “What just happened?” Bennett asked. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      “No time to explain,” Hayden replied. The door opened as he neared it, revealing a massive room beyond. He froze when he saw it, jaw clenching, heart racing. “I think I’m going to be sick, too.”
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      Hayden wasn’t sure what to expect when the door to the teleporter room opened, but this definitely wasn’t it.

      The room was massive, occupying nearly the entire top level of the funnel-shaped complex. Its ceiling sat nearly thirty meters overhead in a giant internal dome layered with multicolored etched glass. Lit from the other side, it cast light down on the space in a psychedelic assortment of rainbow colors.

      But it wasn’t the lighting that made him feel sick.

      He stood at the end of a wide spoke, one of a dozen in the circular room. On both sides of him, and everywhere he looked, thin columns rose out of the floor, their tips falling only a short distance from the dome, making some of the columns taller than others. Pods sprouted from the columns like flower buds, arranged on the poles to maximize the number of them that could fit on the structure. Their bases were metal, with tubes running into them from the poles, but the tops were clear. Hayden immediately noticed that they were filled with what appeared to be a clear, syrupy liquid.

      And in that liquid floated a person. One per pod. In every pod.

      He stared at the pod closest to him. The man inside was naked, his genitals covered by an apparatus that siphoned off his bodily waste. He appeared to be able to breathe the viscous liquid, or maybe it was somehow delivering oxygen to his body by absorption. A thin cap covered his bald head, electrodes and wires flickering and flashing as if the man were a computer, not a human being.

      “What the hell is this place?” Nathan said tensely behind him.

      “A nightmare,” Hayden replied, turning his attention to the center of the room. It only got worse from there. A transparent box occupied the middle of the room, cables from the pods converged beneath it. Extensive gold wiring, connectors, and plated circuit boards crowded the interior, making it hard but not impossible to see through it to the black mass situated in the center. Hayden didn’t recognize the black mass for what it was until the moment it shifted. It scared the hell out of him. But at the same time, it put all the pieces of Grimmel’s puzzle immediately into place.

      “This is…” Bennett swallowed. “...disturbing,” he managed to eke out.

      “It’s Iagorth,” Hayden replied, gaze turning from the central box, back to the pods. He recognized the woman on his right immediately. A Rodriguez. A clone. Her arms and legs shuddered in the liquid, though he couldn’t tell if she was dreaming or if her muscles were being electrically stimulated.

      Eyes jumping from pod-to-pod, he identified more clones in the mix. A Bennett. A Stacker. Another Rodriguez. He didn’t know all of the models, but he was pretty sure they were all clones.

      Thousands of clones.

      “Grimmel is Iagorth?” Bennett said. “That can’t be.”

      A drone emerged from around the top of one of the columns, cradling a pod beneath it. Hayden watched it cross the room to an open round shaft at the end and disappear through it.

      “No,” Hayden replied. “Grimmel isn’t Iagorth. But he captured a piece of Iagorth. And he tried to pick up more about a year back.”

      “You mean the Sanisco job,” Bennett said.

      “Pozz. I’m willing to bet Idhra is a genetically engineered version of Iagorth, designed from the material in that box. That’s what Nat’s here for.”

      “General Syl said Grimmel wants Natalia here,” Bennett said. “Are you saying that piece of Iagorth is bait?”

      “In part. Grimmel thought he could control her. Considering the deal he made with me, it’s obvious he was wrong. But Idhra also wants to be here. The protoplasm wants to reunite with this bit of Iagorth.”

      “Why?” Bennett asked.

      “My guess is that it’ll bring Iagorth’s consciousness into it. Once it does, it’ll overpower Nat completely, kill us, take one of the starships parked outside, and go back to Shub’Nigu.”

      “Well done, Sheriff,” Nathan said. “That’s from Grimmel,” he quickly explained.

      “Where are you, Grimmel?” Hayden asked.

      Nathan’s voice came out as a hoarse whisper, tensing when he read Grimmel’s next message. “I’m all around you.”

      “What?” Bennett said, taking in the room with a fresh perspective. Hayden did as well. He had long suspected Grimmel was no longer human. It would have made him over two hundred years old, after all, though stranger things had happened. But what exactly had he become?

      “There’s no time to explain,” Nathan relayed. “Suffice it to say, my work is the only thing that will save humankind from the Relyeh.”

      “Somehow, I doubt that,” Hayden replied.

      “Hurry to the center. Natalia is here. Remember, Sheriff. We have a deal.”

      Hayden shook his head. If he had known beforehand what Grimmel was, would he have made the same deal? The man…no, the machine had made thousands of clones and stuck them in these pods, for reasons that were anything but clear to him. Clones were engineered, born as adults, whatever memories their creator thought they needed implanted, not experienced, but they were the genetic equivalent of any other human. In that respect, they were human. Should he have let the hellions kill him so Natalia could destroy Grimmel?

      He didn’t need to think about it for long. The answer was no, because Natalia wasn’t in the driver’s seat. Because Idhra wanted the blob of Iagorth’s moiety resting in the center of the machine that was Grimmel.

      He couldn’t let that happen.

      He did as Grimmel requested, making his way to the center of the room to wait for Natalia’s arrival. Bennett and Nathan stayed with him, the last line of defense. He scanned the aisles as he circled Grimmel’s central processing unit, looking for a doorway and finding none.

      “How’s she going to get in here?” Bennett asked.

      The answer came as a loud groan echoed through the room and everything started shaking.

      “Sheriff!” Nathan barked, drawing Hayden’s attention to the wall at the end of one of the aisles.

      The metal tore apart, curling inward to reveal Natalia, her eyes shrouded by a dark green hue. She strode confidently into the room, not giving the slightest pause to the poles, the pods, or their contents as she headed directly for her prize.

      “Damn,” Hayden whispered when neither Reva nor Miri entered the room with her. Grimmel should have told him if the hellions had killed them. He came around the side of the CPU, stepping in front of it while she was still some distance away. “Nat, hold up,” he said, putting one hand out as if he were directing traffic. “I can’t let you do this.”

      She sighed as she slowed her approach. She wasn’t surprised to see him. Not after she had caught Max trying to give away the location of this place. “Can’t let me, Hayden? You can’t stop me.”

      She tried to grab him with her telekinesis. He relaxed, letting it wash ineffectively over him.

      “You can’t hurt me,” Hayden said. “And I don’t think you want to.”

      “I’ve beaten you twice with my fists, Hayden. I can do it a third time.”

      “I don’t want to fight you.”

      “And I don’t want to fight you. It’s not worth the effort anymore. But I can’t stop until I get what I want, and if you don’t fight back, you really can’t stop me.”

      “I know. I also know I won’t be fighting you, because you aren’t in control anymore.”

      “Of course I am,” she countered. “It’s me, Hayden. Not Idhra. I have his protoplasm. It doesn’t have me.”

      “Pozz. That’s what it wants you to think, because it’s not stronger than you are. Not if you fight against it.”

      “It’s not stronger than me at all.” Her eyes shifted as Nathan moved into view. “Nathan? It’s been a long time.”

      “Maybe not long enough,” Nathan replied.

      “Now I understand how you made it up here alive. Even the mighty Sheriff couldn’t get through all those hellions alone.” She paused, and Hayden noticed her wince slightly as if she were in pain. “But how did you get up here? I couldn’t find the elevator that went here. There isn’t even a door.” She looked around, gaze settling on the entrance to the teleporter room. “Except that one. Tell me, Sheriff Duke, what kind of deal did you cut with Grimmel?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Hayden replied. “We need to get the protoplasm out of you, Nat. Grimmel can help with that.”

      “Why would I want it out of me?”

      “Because it’s poison. It’s making you think an innocent girl is Ginny. It brought you here so it can use your body while it destroys your mind. If you were really in control, you would know that. The Natalia I loved would know that.”

      “I’m not that Natalia,” she quickly countered. “And you should look around before you call the protoplasm poison. What do you think Grimmel is doing here?”

      “I don’t know, Nat. But I know what Idhra will do once he gets his hands on Iagorth’s moiety.”

      “For the last time, Idhra isn’t here,” Natalia hissed. “I am. I control the protoplasm. Me.” She shook her head. “It’s a multiversal projection system, Hayden. Grimmel, the original Grimmel, discovered a downed Axon starship while searching for new sources of rare earth metals on the seabed floor. The ship had been taken over by Iagorth and intentionally crashed on Earth. Unfortunately for him, an Intellect redirected the vector of the ship at the last moment and put it down in the ocean instead of on land, trapping Iagorth’s moiety inside. Grimmel sent a team inside, and they were able to capture the moiety before it could use them to escape. Over the next thirty years, Grimmel corporation studied everything they found in the starship, reverse engineering most of the technology and duplicating it as best they could with available materials. At one point, Grimmel discovered how to use Iagorth to cross timelines in the multiverse, to project a consciousness from one to another, into any weaker moiety of Iagorth. Since Iagorth has visited many timelines, he’s been able to do the same, collecting information from his agents and farming it out to substations across the continent for processing.”

      Hayden glanced back at the CPU while he whistled. “To be honest, Nat, that’s pretty impressive. And since he’s using Iagorth to do it, I actually don’t see the harm in this case.”

      Natalia scoffed at him. “That’s because you look into these pods and see clones. But Grimmel didn’t always have clones, Hayden. In the beginning, the only thing he had were the employees of Grimmel Corporation who were forced to live here after the trife arrived. People who were counting on him to save their lives, and instead he enslaved them, sticking them in these machines against their will and sending them to alternate timelines. The men at first, but as his obsession grew and the population shrank, the women and children next. Most of them didn’t last two days.”

      Hayden again looked at the CPU over his shoulder. “Is that true?”

      “It was two hundred years ago. It is irrelevant today,” Nathan relayed.

      Hayden returned his attention to Natalia. “How did you know all this?”

      “Max discovered the data streams sent for processing at one of the substations. He dug in deeper and uncovered the true story.”

      “And you destroyed him for it.”

      “I destroyed him because he betrayed me. Now, move aside Hayden, or I’ll have no choice but to destroy you, too.”

      Hayden locked eyes with her, tempted to step out of the way. “What are you collecting all of this information for?” he asked.

      “To determine a means to defeat the Hunger,” Nathan said, reading Grimmel’s response.

      “How’s that working out for you?”

      “I have yet to succeed in determining the means. That is why Earth must submit. There is no other way.”

      “How many people have you sacrificed to get to this determination? And I count clones as people.”

      “Since the first connection was made, two million, sixty-four thousand, eight hundred and three projections have ended in termination.”

      Hayden’s face blanched. “Two million? That’s—”

      “Inhuman,” Natalia finished for him. “Grimmel needs to be destroyed, Hayden. Once I have Iagorth’s moiety, I’ll be happy to do it and be on my way. We don’t need to fight again.”

      “Remember, we had a deal,” Nathan read.

      “Why do you need the moiety first?” Hayden asked.

      “What do you mean?” Natalia replied.

      “Why do you need it, Nat? You already have the protoplasm, and as you say, it’s made you pretty darn powerful. So what do you need that bit of Iagorth for?”

      “Because, I…I…uh…” She stammered, looking for a reason. Her hand went to her head, rubbing at her temple.

      “You don’t need it, Nat,” Hayden said. “Idhra does.”

      “No!” Natalia screamed, thrusting her hands forward to blast him with telekinetic energy. Hayden expected it this time, and let it pass harmlessly over him. “It is mine! It is me!”

      She charged, ready for round three.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 56

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Hayden’s hand was a blur as he whipped his resin-loaded revolver from its holster and fired off a pair of rounds. The bullets hit the floor between him and Natalia, immediately emitting the scent he hoped would weaken Idhra’s grip on her. If it did, it wasn’t readily apparent. Knowing he wouldn’t shoot her outright, she didn’t bother to slow down.

      She didn’t expect Nathan to get involved. He caught her by surprise, launching forward before she reached Hayden, wrapping her up in his powerful grip and tackling her to the floor.

      “Stay down, Nat,” he said, pinning her arms and legs. She tried to push him off telekinetically, but Nathan managed to keep himself otherwise relaxed, allowing the effort to flow through him instead of being shoved aside.

      Furious with his ability to counter her, Natalia screamed and growled like a trapped animal, writhing beneath his grip.

      “Easier than I thought,” Bennett said, coming out from where he had been hiding on the other side of the CPU, waiting to surprise Natalia if needed.

      A thump against the glass of the CPU drew Hayden’s attention, and he was surprised to see Iagorth’s moiety active within its cage, no longer fully suspended in the center, but reaching out with a tendril that snapped against the transparency, trying to break out. “Grimmel, whatever you need to do to subdue her, you’d better do it—”

      Sudden machine gun and plasma fire from overhead cut him off, as he was forced to duck away from the unexpected assault. Looking up as the transport drone returned, carrying three members of Haeri’s unit, including Reva. They were obviously under Natalia’s telekinetic control. That she could handle two targets at once only proved to him how much Idhra’s power had grown.

      The Centurion thralls rained gunfire down on his position, sinking more than a few shots into Nathan’s back and forcing Bennett to scramble for cover. Nearly simultaneously, the door to the teleporter room opened and Miri burst in, trailed by half a dozen hellions who appeared to now be under Idhra’s control.

      The surprise attack stole much of Nathan’s attention from Natalia, allowing her to telekinetically throw him off her and into the CPU with enough force to crack the glass. He landed on his feet as she floated back to hers. Nate resisted her next attack, gaining a few seconds of calm while the drone circled back for another run.

      Hayden wanted to fire resin-rounds at Miri, but the presence of the hellions caused him to hesitate. If he freed her, and them, from the protoplasm’s grip, the hellions would tear the poor girl apart. Grimmel could stop that if he wanted, but Hayden hadn’t told the machine about the rounds, and there was little reason for the AI to conclude she wasn’t a further risk. Instead, he swung the resin-gun toward the drone, planting two rounds into the vehicle’s side before bum-rushing Natalia to free up Nathan to deal with the hellions.

      She saw him coming and tried to cast him aside with her power. Failing, she set herself down and leaned into his tackle, stronger and faster than a human woman as she grabbed his wrist and turned him over, throwing him hard onto his back. The resin-gun came out of his hand and slid a short distance across the floor.

      Natalia tried to pin him, but Hayden kicked her in the chest, sending her flailing backward. Sparing a quick glance toward the hellions, he saw Nathan and Bennett taking on the creatures together. They had sprinted ahead of Miri, who walked leisurely toward them with her shotgun leveled, ready to finish off whoever was left standing by the time it was all said and done.

      Looking overhead, Hayden saw the resin had worked on the more freshly infected Centurions. They had stopped shooting and turned on Reva. With the increased levels of protoplasm in her system, she had a decided edge in the fight. Sidestepping a soldier in the process of training his rifle on her, she grabbed him by the shoulders and lifted him easily off the drone. It seemed she lost the pheromones then, because she suddenly dropped the man to squeeze her temples.

      “What did you do to Hallia?” Natalia screamed, noticing Reva’s reaction. Hands balled into fists, she lunged at him with her teeth bared, throwing a hard left hook that he brought his hands up to block. The force of the punch pushed him backward, straining his muscles and nearly breaking his hand. Even so, he managed to catch her fist and turn her wrist over, pulling her in and kicking her knee out from under her. Bringing her down to one knee, he moved to put her in a chokehold.

      A sharp hiss caught his attention, and he let go of Natalia, rolling away just in time to avoid an incoming hellion claw. The creature continued toward him, and he pulled his microspear, ready for the fight.

      It never came. A fierce round of gunfire from the drone ripped into the hellion, knocking it out of action before it could get close again.

      Hayden hopped to his feet, glancing at Reva as she flashed a thumbs up. The drone tilted forward, suddenly spilling the Centurions from it as it plummeted toward the CPU. Two of the Marines on board slammed into two of the pods, banging off the glass and falling nearly a hundred feet. The third managed to hold on while Reva jumped from the crashing machine. She landed on top of one of the pods, managing to grasp its stalk and hang on.

      The drone changed directions without warning, throwing the last of the Centurions off it and angling directly at Hayden. He drew his revolver and swung it toward Natalia, squeezing off a single round that punched through her outstretched hand. It pained him to do it, but he succeeded in the distraction. The drone passed over his head and slammed into a stalk behind him, crushing some of the pods and wrapping itself around the pole.

      “Mama, help!” Miri shouted.

      Nathan and Bennett had finished with the hellions, and Nathan had one arm draped around the young girl, holding her off the floor. His chest clenched when he saw Bennett sitting against the side of the CPU, chest stained with blood, eyes glassy. Miri’s shotgun rested just in front of him, alongside a dead hellion.

      “Let her go!” Natalia cried, trying to use her telekinesis against Nathan. It passed harmlessly through him.

      “Nate, bring her here,” Hayden said, getting to his feet as Reva reached the floor. The bullets he had fired at Natalia earlier were still giving off their chemicals, blocking the protoplasm’s pheromones. She pointed her rifle at Natalia, her face twisted in fury.

      “You had no right,” Reva hissed.

      “Reva,” Hayden said. “Don’t. Please.”

      Reva looked at him, hesitating for a moment before nodding. Nearing his position, Miri began squirming in Nathan’s arms. “What is this? Where am I? Please, let me go. I want to go home.”

      “Ginny, it’s okay,” Natalia said. “I’ll bring you home soon. Hallia, my baby, why are you so mad at your Mama? I love you. I love both my girls.”

      “It’s over, Nat,” Hayden said, pained also to hear her speak to Reva and Miri that way. “Or should I say, Idhra?”

      She turned to look at him. “Over? Is that what you think? You were close, Sheriff. But it’s not over. This is a new beginning. For me. For Natalia. And for Iagorth.”

      With that, she turned and started toward the CPU, where Iagorth’s moiety was punching at the cracked glass, close to breaking through.

      Hayden still held the microspear. Normally light as a feather, it suddenly felt like an anvil in his grip. He had no time to think about it. No time to weigh the options. There was only one option. There was only one outcome.

      He drew back and released, sending the microspear hurtling toward Natalia, carrying his breaking heart and soul with it as it pierced her coat and sank into her back. Hayden’s entire being went numb as she continued toward the center of the room, at first unphased by the hit. She was still a few meters away when her knees buckled and she nearly fell. Steadying herself, she nearly made it to the CPU, her hand stretching out to where the moiety waited on the other side. Her palm touched the glass and slid down it as she fell.

      Hayden was there before she hit the floor, catching her and cradling her in his lap. “Nat,” he said, tears streaming down his cheeks. “Nat, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “Hayden,” she said, her voice soft, her eyes gazing lovingly at him. She reached up, her hand touching his cheek. “Oh, Hayden. Don’t…don’t be sorry. You…you saved me. You set…me free.”

      “I don’t want to lose you again. Not again. Not like this. Not when I was so close to having you back. I miss you so damn much.”

      She smiled weakly. “I’ve missed…you too. And…and I’m so proud of you. Who you are. You…you haven’t lost me. My…my consciousness. It’s…” The life fled from her before she could finish the sentence. Her body went limp in his arms.

      “No!” Hayden pulled her to his chest and held her tight. Throwing his head back, he roared in a primal expulsion of pain and rage and love before burying his face in the crook of her neck and sobbing out his grief.
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      “Hayden,” Nathan said softly, placing a light hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry to interrupt you right now. I’m so sorry. But Grimmel says the protoplasm in Miri is still viable, and you made a deal.”

      Hayden didn’t know how much time had passed since Nat’s life had drained from her body and taken his heart with it. Less than a minute, probably, though in his grief it felt more like hours. He continued to hold her tight but lifted his face to see Reva go to check on Bennett and Miri approach him.

      “Protoplasm?” Miri asked, looking curiously from Hayden’s ravaged, tear-stained face to the sadness displayed on Nathan’s.

      “Deal?” Hayden said, too distraught to immediately understand.

      “The protoplasm must be destroyed,” Nathan read off his faceplate.

      “Destroyed?” Miri said, face going pale. “Do you mean me?”

      Hayden glanced down at Natalia. She was gone, and hard as it was, he knew he had to let her go. He wasn’t about to let anyone hurt Miri. Pulling the spear from Nat’s back, he gently laid her down and swept a shaky hand down her face, his fingers gently closing her vacant eyes. He let his eyes sweep her face one more time and then folded her hands across her stomach. He swiped his hand across his eyes to wipe the tears away and looked up at the array of pods. “That deal’s off, Grimmel,” he said, “unless you can guarantee Miri will survive.”

      “I cannot guarantee that.”

      “Then we’ll find another way.” He turned his attention to Miri. “Don’t worry, little darlin’. I won’t let anyone hurt you anymore.”

      She smiled in response to his kind face. “You’re the Sheriff, aren’t you?”

      “That’s right.” Before he could react, she threw herself into him, digging her face into him as her arms curled like miniature vices around his neck. He wrapped his arm around her. “It’s okay, Miri. You’re safe now. It’s all right.”

      “Sheriff,” Nathan said, “Grimmel says he still has plenty of hellions he can send to the exit, to block our way out.”

      “Miri, I need to finish up here,” Hayden said softly. “The man in the armor is one of my best friends, Nathan. You’re safe with him.”

      She pulled away from him and nodded, backing up to Nathan, who wrapped a protective arm over her. Hayden stood, turning toward the CPU. The moiety had retreated with Natalia’s death, losing the will to try to escape its containment field.

      He caught a glimpse of Reva out of the corner of his eye. She was crouched over Bennett, checking his pulse. She looked back at him, grimly shaking her head. Bennett was gone.

      His jaw tensed, his grief and anger barely contained. He blew out a calming breath as he steadied himself. “I’ve got a new deal for you,” he growled. “You’re going to let us out of here without any trouble. And I mean all of us, including the clones you’ve got stashed in all of these pods. If you refuse, I’m going to destroy you.”

      “The clones require the system. If they are released, they will die. If you destroy me, they will die.”

      Hayden’s gaze swept over the closest pods. “Maybe they’d be better off that way, instead of whatever it is you’re doing to them.”

      “As the clone explained, they are connected to alternate layers through this portion of Iagorth. They are agents of security, Sheriff. The true Custodians of humankind. My origins may seem monstrous to you. My methods may disgust you. But I am designed to protect humans. To ensure the survival of the species. I act on calculation. Probabilities and logic, without emotion to create distortion. I am precisely what this world needs. What humankind requires. After all you have done to counter my activities, I bear you no ill will, Sheriff Duke. I am incapable of doing so. My goal to end your life is purely mathematical. You are a hindrance to humankind, whether you realize it or not.”

      Hayden stared into Grimmel’s brain, the AI’s words sinking into his own mind. In his sadness, he wondered if maybe Grimmel was right. Maybe he was a bigger part of the problem than he was the solution.

      “Don’t listen to that, Sheriff,” Miri said. “You destroyed the trife. You set us all free.”

      “People look up to you, Sheriff,” Reva agreed. “They try to follow your lead, and live in your image. Earth needs you, Hayden.”

      Hayden glanced back at Miri, though he thought of Tiger, and how quickly the kid had changed after their first interaction. He had nearly died trying to protect the city he had spent years taking advantage of. And not for his own gain. Because he knew it was the right thing to do.

      “I did not suggest your actions on Earth are not beneficial to those around you,” Nathan read. “Do not conflate divergent meanings. While you may have removed the immediate threat to Earth, every day that passes without the support of either the Relyeh or the Axon is a day humankind draws nearer to destruction. By my calculation, the Relyeh have the ultimate advantage, and thus will be victorious in their war. Therefore, it is most logical to accept the hardships of survival beneath the leadership of a Relyeh of our design than to go extinct.”

      “But people don’t work purely on logic,” Hayden said. “And feelings matter.” He looked at Natalia again, voice lowering to a whisper. “Feelings guide everything we do. For better or worse.” He paused, gathering himself. “Your point of view is a flaw in your design. If I could, I would remove the option you’ve chosen from your programming. I’d be curious to see what you came up with then.”

      “My protocols can be adjusted,” Nathan read. “The root password is required.”

      Hayden raised an eyebrow. “Are you serious?”

      “I am serious.”

      “Do you take voice commands?”

      “I accept verbal prompting. The root password is required.”

      “Well, I’ll be. It’s hard to believe it could be that simple,” Hayden said, looking back over his shoulder at Nathan. “What do you think?”

      He could see Nathan smile through his faceplate. “I think we just won us a new toy, Sheriff.”

      Hayden nodded. “Pozz. I think we did. And I think Earth will be better off for it. You and Chandra know the sequence. I trust you to do the right thing.” He turned back to Natalia, crouching down to pick her up, cradling her body in his arms.

      “What about you?” Nathan asked.

      “I’m leaving,” he replied. “Make sure Grimmel doesn’t try to stop me. Miri, are you coming?”

      “I’m coming,” she answered. Nathan let her go, and she hurried to Hayden’s side, curling her fingers over his gunbelt.

      “Grimmel wants to know what you intend to do with the protoplasm,” Nathan said.

      “Doc Hidalgo and Lyla are already working on it. I’m sure they’ll figure something out. But if you want to set this big brain on the problem, be my guest.”

      “Pozz,” Nathan agreed. “Will do.”

      “I’ll see that Bennett’s body makes it out of here,” Reva said. “He might have been fighting for the wrong side in the beginning, but he earned my respect.”

      “Thank you, Reva,” Hayden replied. “Are you holding up okay?”

      “A bit shaken, but I’ll be fine,” she answered, scooping up Bennett. “I’m right behind you.”

      Hayden heard Nathan speaking softly into his helmet. “I’ve accessed Grimmel’s protocols,” he announced. “It’s guiding the hellions to the incinerator.”

      “Incinerator?” Reva questioned.

      “It’s used to destroy the clones when they’re finished in the system. All the hellions will be destroyed.”

      “If we can’t let the clones in the pods out without killing them, the next best thing is not to replace them when they die,” Hayden said.

      “I agree,” Nathan replied. “We can all go out together. I want Chandra to handle the reprogramming. It’s outside my area of expertise, and I’m liable to set Grimmel’s new protocols wrong.”

      “Like I said, I trust you to see that it’s done right.” Hayden smiled down at Miri.“Come on, kiddo. Let’s get you home.”
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      Alone on the crest of a gentle hill outside Cedar City, Hayden dropped the last spadeful of dirt into place and patted it down. Heavy-hearted, he tossed the tool aside and reached for the grave marker Lyla had made—a simple metal spike with an etched name plate welded onto a spare gear from a Butcher. He pushed the post deep into the ground and stepped back, looking down on the grave, resigned in his sadness.

      When Natalia died the first time, a part of his heart had been ripped out and lost. When he had seen her clone again at the Arches, part of that hole had filled in. But when she’d died in his arms, killed by his own hand, the wound had not only reopened, it had torn itself much larger, leaving a pit in his chest empty of everything but the pain he felt with every breath he took.

      Perhaps he had saved Earth from Iagorth. Maybe even the entire universe.

      Somehow, it still didn’t feel worth the cost.

      Sensing his mood, Zorro stepped toward him, lowering his head over his shoulder and nuzzling him very near the pain in his chest. Hayden reached up to scratch the horse’s chin, exhaling sharply in an effort to ease the pain. It helped a little, but Hayden was pretty sure that nothing would ever be the same again.

      He picked up the spade and turned to slide it into his saddlebag. Taking up the reins, he smoothly mounted Zorro, his boots slipping naturally into the stirrups. He shifted to find his comfort spot in the saddle, the leather creaking slightly under his weight. Taking one final look at the gravesite before tapping the stallion’s flanks with his heels, he turned him around toward the road back to Cedar City, only a few klicks away.

      He had encased Natalia’s body in resin before lowering her into a grave dug twice the normal depth. Though it had been painstaking work to punch through the frozen ground, he wasn’t taking any chances that any animals might dig her up. Or that there might still be active protoplasm inside her.

      The same was true for Miri, Reva, and Kerrick. Still infected by the protoplasm, they were quarantined at Doc Hidalgo’s house while he worked on determining a means to not only subdue Idhra’s material, but to neutralize it completely. With resin as the starting point, Darcy and her father had been making good progress on coming up with a cure.

      He felt bad for Kerrick and Reva, but so much worse for Miri. The poor girl remembered everything the protoplasm had made her do, and she struggled to process the horrors it had made her commit, beginning with the killings of her friends in Harrold. It was too much for someone so young to deal with. Fortunately, being around the same age, she and Bonnie had become fast friends. They shared recent traumas because of Grimmel, making them excellent sources of support for each other. Plus, Hector had taken the orphaned girl under his wing, treating her like a second daughter from the moment Hayden had brought her back to Hidalgo’s.

      Reaching the road, Hayden looked up when he heard the whine of thrusters overhead. A Centurion starship dropped beneath the cloud cover, the anti-gravity plates on its hull vibrating strongly enough to create a blurry cushion of air beneath it. The ship descended slowly, small bursts of energy shooting out of vectoring thrusters as it maneuvered toward the roadway between him and Cedar City. He patted Zorro, bringing the horse to a stop while he waited for the spacecraft to touch down.

      The side hatch facing him opened up the moment the skids hit the road. Easing Zorro toward the grounded starship, his jaw tensed when General Haeri appeared at the threshold and raised a hand in greeting.

      “Sheriff Duke,” he said, descending the rear ramp as it extended away from the fuselage. “I hoped I would catch up to you before you rode off into the sunset.”

      “General Haeri,” Hayden replied. “I ought to come down there and punch you in the face for what you pulled with Grimmel. What do you want?”

      “First off, I wanted to apologize. I know I shouldn’t have double-crossed you like that, but can you really blame me? I had no way to know if you would do what was necessary when the chips were down or not. I shouldn’t have doubted you’d have the strength and courage to destroy your wife’s clone if that’s what it took to stop Grimmel.”

      Hayden wanted to be angry, but he couldn’t muster the energy. “To be fair, I didn’t know if I could do it until I had no choice. And now it’s like a permanent brand on my soul.”

      “The hurt is recent and raw,” Haeri replied. “I understand. But they say time heals all wounds.”

      “That remains to be seen. All I can tell you, General, is that things are different now.”

      “That may be a good thing for us, even if it’s hard for you. And just in the nick of time.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The second reason I came. I was hoping maybe you’d come to your senses regarding limiting your…talents to Earth. The Organization could really use you in other places.”

      “That would mean working for you. And that’s out of the question.”

      Haeri smiled. “You wouldn’t necessarily have to work for me. I’m sure we could arrange something that benefited both of us.”

      “No, thank you,” Hayden repeated. “I need a break. Some time to clear my head.”

      “And I need you with the Organization, Hayden. Grimmel is neutralized and under Governor Stacker’s supervision. Syl and his Custodians on Earth are radio silent and scattering. Idhra is gone. Unless you want to spend the next ten years pulling pet cats out of trees, there’s nothing left for you here.”

      Grimmel’s sentiment rattled around in his thoughts. It had told him he was more hindrance than help, and despite Miri and Reva’s positive affirmations, he still wasn’t sure he disagreed, at least on a grander scale. “Maybe there is. Maybe there isn’t. I’m not ready to make that determination just yet.”

      “Come on, Sheriff. We both know that the people of Earth need to start taking care of themselves. You gave them a model. You gave them hope. They need to start providing for themselves on their own.”

      “Cedar City will have a Sheriff’s Office for the first time once Tiger’s leg heals up. That’s a start.” Hayden looked over his shoulder when Reva appeared at the hatch. He tipped his hat to her, and she waved and smiled back before returning his attention to Haeri. “Why do you need me so badly? It’s been five years, and you’ve never pulled the hard sell until now.”

      Haeri’s expression turned completely serious. “So you know I wouldn’t push unless I had good reason. Caleb Card has gone missing, Sheriff.”

      “Missing?” Hayden replied, surprised. “As in, disappeared?”

      “That’s right.”

      “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “I haven’t seen him in years. But up until a few weeks ago, he was sending regular transmissions back to report on his status. He was on his way to Trappist-1, a system about forty light years from here, when his transmissions stopped.”

      “And you don’t know what happened to him?”

      “Not a clue.”

      “Well, that’s a shame. Caleb’s a good man. I have a lot of respect for him, but I’m not in any shape to help out right now. Besides, I know Card can take care of himself. If he did get himself in a bad way, I reckon he can get himself back out.”

      “So that’s a no?”

      “I don’t have the will or energy to be the man you need right now, General. I’m serious when I say I need a break.”

      “I see. I appreciate your honesty, Sheriff. Get in touch with Governor Stacker if you change your mind.”

      “I won’t change my mind.”

      Haeri shrugged. “If you do, you know how to reach me. Goodbye, Sheriff.”

      “Have a good trip home, General,” Hayden replied.

      Haeri turned on his heel and headed back to the starship. Hayden waved at Reva again, and she waved back before disappearing inside. Soon after, the starship lifted off and rocketed away, vanishing back into the clouds and once more leaving Hayden alone with his melancholy thoughts.
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      Hayden dismounted Zorro and looped the reins around the hitching post in front of Doc Hidalgo’s. He headed for the steps just as Janus shoved through the screen door.

      “Glad to have you back, Sheriff.”

      “I’m not staying long, Janus. Just long enough to say goodbye.”

      “Ah, you’re leaving us?” he replied. “We’re going to miss you around here.”

      “I appreciate that, pardner.” He clapped the young man on the shoulder before heading into the house.

      “Sheriff!” Miri shouted, spotting him first.

      Hayden turned in the direction of the library, in time to see her bounce to her feet and run toward him, Bonnie only a step behind. Of course, with the augments Bonnie could have reached him first, but she held back, letting her new friend throw her arms around him ahead of her. Hayden took Miri in one arm, reeling Bonnie in with the other. He held them both for a few seconds before letting them go.

      “I’m sorry again about Natalia,” Miri said. “She was such a nice lady before the monster inside her took over.”

      “She was a nice lady,” Hayden agreed with a sad smile. “She’s at peace now. No more monster.”

      “It’s still inside me, though.”

      Hayden’s focus shifted to the resin oils Darcy and Kevin had made, which kept the house filled with pheromone blockers and the protoplasm in hiding. “Not forever. I know Doctor Hidalgo and Darcy will figure out a cure.”

      “We will,” Darcy agreed, stepping into the foyer. “In fact, we’re testing another potential tincture on Zane right now.”

      “Zane?” Hayden said. “You’re on a first-name basis with the Corporal now?”

      “She’s on much more than that,” Hidalgo said, coming out of the back room. “Darcy’s in love.”

      “Is that so?” Hayden asked, summoning a smile.

      Darcy’s face flushed. “It’s not love. Not yet, anyway. Just a mutual interest.”

      “She’s head over heels, Sheriff,” Hidalgo insisted. “I know it when I see it. Though the last person I want my daughter with is some off-world barbarian.”

      “He’s not a barbarian; he’s a Centurion Space Force Marine.”

      “He’s a clone,” Hidalgo groused. “Not even an original human.”

      “Shh. He’ll hear you. He still has feelings, you know.”

      Hayden smiled at the exchange. Hidalgo had shown his daughter much more respect in the days since she’d come up with the idea for the pheromone blocker, as if he had finally realized she was as smart as he believed himself to be. “If things work out between you and Kerrick, and you need some help getting Haeri to release him from service, I’m sure Nate can be of service.”

      “Thank you, Sheriff,” Darcy said.

      “I have something for you, Sheriff,” Hidalgo said, pulling a folded piece of paper out of his back pocket and holding it out.

      “What’s this?” Hayden asked.

      “My bill. You didn’t think I was going to do this out of the kindness of my heart, did you? Because there isn’t any kindness in my heart.”

      “Dad,” Darcy complained, smacking his shoulder.

      Hayden took the bill and unfolded it. “It’s blank,” he said.

      Hidalgo laughed. “Got you.”

      It was enough to get Hayden to smile. “If you need anything—”

      “Go to Governor Stacker,” Hidalgo finished. “I guess we’re being annexed under New Eden.”

      “It’s an alliance, not an annexation,” Darcy said. “Tiger’s father agreed to it.”

      “And it opens us up to additional aid from Proxima. I get it. But I’ll miss the independence.”

      “If there’s one thing Grimmel was right about, it’s that we need to accelerate our recovery,” Hayden said. “Even Haeri agrees with that. This is another step in that direction.”

      “I’m an old man, Sheriff. I hate change.”

      Janus poked his head in through the front door. “Doctor Hidalgo, Bonnie has visitors.”

      Hidalgo grimaced. “Fine. Let them in.”

      Janus opened the door the rest of the way, revealing Sawyer and Fisk with a woman Hayden didn’t know.

      “Bonnie!” Sawyer said, waving emphatically. The woman practically bowled him over trying to reach Bonnie.

      “Mom!” Bonnie said, rushing to hug her.

      “Ah, my little Bon-bon. I’ve missed you,” the woman said, squeezing her tight. “Your father says you have new legs. Let me get a look at them.”

      “Hi, Sheriff,” Sawyer said, making his way into the room.

      “Howdy, Sawyer,” Hayden replied. “How are you?”

      “I’m good. I brought my Pa with me. He has something he wants to say to you.” Sawyer looked back at Fisk expectantly.

      “Uh…right,” Fisk said, eyes on the floor. “I…uh…” He exhaled, looking Hayden in the eye. “I’m sorry, Sheriff. For making trouble with Harrold. I thought I was doing right by my tribe, but…well…my boy’s smarter than his pa. That’s all I can say.”

      Hayden put his hand on Fisk’s shoulder. “It takes a strong man to admit when he’s wrong, and a stronger one to listen to the people around him. You don’t need to apologize to me.”

      “I reckoned I should though,” Fisk replied, anxiety easing with Hayden’s response. “I wanted to tell you too, that—”

      “We’re all settling in Harrold!” Sawyer said excitedly. “We’re going to join their tribe. It’s going to be so cool.”

      “I had hoped you would,” Hayden said. “I’m glad to hear it.”

      “Sawyer,” Bonnie said. “This is my new friend Miri.”

      “Hi,” Miri said.

      “Howdy, Miss Miri. I’m Sawyer. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” He took her hand and kissed the back of it, turning Miri’s face red.

      “Now, where did you learn that?” Fisk asked, surprised by his son’s chivalry.

      “It’s called manners, Pa,” Sawyer replied. “It’s the proper way to treat a lady. Isn’t that right, Sheriff?”

      “Pozz,” Hayden agreed. “That’s exactly right. But where did you learn it?”

      “I saw it in a book in Harrold.” He looked back at his father. “I’ll show it to you later, Pa. You can learn to treat folks right, too.”

      Fisk flushed darker than Miri. “Why…thank you, Sawyer,” he responded uncomfortably, much to Hayden’s amusement.

      “I only stopped by to say goodbye,” Hayden said. “It’s time for me to move on.”

      “Where are you headed, Sheriff?” Bonnie’s mother asked.

      “I’m not sure yet. I think for now, I’m just going to see which way Zorro carries me. I need some time alone to settle my thoughts.”

      “Well, wherever you end up, we wish you nothing but the best, Sheriff,” Darcy said. The others all agreed.

      “Will we ever see you again?” Miri asked, taking his hand.

      “Definitely,” he replied.

      “We’ll miss you, Sheriff,” Sawyer said.

      “You’re a fine boy, Sawyer. And I know you’ll grow into a fine man.” Hayden glanced at Fisk. “So will you, I’m sure, with a boy like yours.” He smirked when Fisk’s face found a new shade.

      “Goodbye, Sheriff,” Darcy said, embracing him. Hidalgo put out his hand.

      “If you need anything, Sheriff, you know where to find us.”

      Hayden shook Hidalgo’s hand before letting go of Darcy. “Tell Zane he’s got a chance at a great life, so he’d better not blow it.”

      Darcy laughed. “I will.”

      “Take care, all of you. I’ll see you again soon.” He waved to them as he backed up to the door.

      “Goodbye, Sheriff!” They all cried out in disharmony.

      Hayden winked, giving them all a salutary wave before slipping outside. He again shook hands with Janus before taking up Zorro’s reins. “Take care of yourself, Janus.”

      “You too, Sheriff.”

      “Pozz.” Hayden mounted Zorro, turning the stallion east. He had one more stop to make before he left town.
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      General Syl’s attack had left Lyla’s warehouse in a shambles. The entire east wall was gone, reduced to a pile of rubble and debris that spilled out onto the street. As he rode by it, he could see that the interior had been cleaned out, all the still usable parts and equipment she had collected moved to its new home, a building in the same alley just in front of the old warehouse. It had been done with impressive speed that only Tiger’s crew could have accomplished. The kid and his friends were busier now than ever, arranging for the opening of Cedar City’s first Sheriff’s Department, and while Hayden didn’t have time to speak to Tiger directly, he sure was proud of him.

      For the first time, there were no drones guarding Lyla’s workshop and warehouse as Hayden approached. Maybe it was because he was on horseback instead of in a modbox. Or maybe she had already spotted him coming from a literal mile away, and didn’t see the need to send one of the flying sentries out to greet him. Or maybe, all of her drones had been destroyed, though he doubted Lyla would stay happy to go without her security cover for long. In any case, he left Zorro hitched to an old fire hydrant and made his way to the rusted steel door embedded in the brick wall of the building and pushed it open.

      One of the Butchers was just inside the door as he entered, and for a brief moment, he thought it might go after him. When the bot remained static, its red eyes seeming to look through him, he knew for sure that Lyla already knew he was there. Smiling, he quickly surveyed the new digs. Smaller than her prior warehouse and workshop but with a similar open floor plan, the hydraulic lifts in the floor and the built-in tool boxes along the wall suggested it had once been a repair bay for cars. As he made his way to the center of the warehouse, he wondered why Lyla had initially selected the other building as her place of business instead of this one, which seemed better suited for her profession.

      Coming around a tall shelving unit lined with bins, he found Lyla on a stool, hunkered over her workbench. Her USSF laptop was open in front of her, lines of text running down the screen. A larger, tower computer rested on the desk beside it, power lights flashing, an old pair of speakers connected to it by trailing wires.

      “Just a second, Sheriff,” Lyla said without looking over at him.

      “How’d you know I was here?” Hayden asked, watching as she used a pair of tweezers and a loupe to pick something out of the gel that composed Max’s interior structure. He watched with fascination as she lifted what appeared to be a clear wire from the milky white goop, stretching it out toward a custom-made interface.

      “Max told me,” she said, still without meeting his eyes. She hunched closer to the interface, carefully touching the clear thread to it and picking up a soldering pen. With the utmost care, she linked the Axon wire to her board. “How’s that feel?” she asked Max.

      “Perfection,” Max said, the tinny synthesized voice coming through the analog speakers sounding like him, but not completely. “I have recovered access to my full dataset. Salutations, Sheriff Duke. It is excellent to see you again. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Max? Can you see me?”

      “Negation. Eyes are a luxury I cannot currently afford.”

      “Are you okay, pardner?”

      “Affirmation. I am well. Question. Did we win?”

      “Pozz.”

      “Confusion. Natalia is not with you.”

      “If that’s the definition of winning, then I guess we didn’t win,” Hayden said. “We stopped Idhra and Grimmel. But Nat…” He paused, holding back his sorrow. “I couldn’t save her.”

      “Commiseration. Disruption. That is a shame. I required my friend Sheriff Duke to be happy again.”

      “I appreciate that,” Hayden said. “You should worry about yourself right now.” He looked at Lyla. “What are you doing to him?”

      “Whatever I can,” she replied. “Natalia damaged him pretty severely. A lot of his receptors were crushed, which limits his processing speed and acuity. I managed to get him linked with an old workstation so he could talk to me. He’s been helping me figure out how to affect repairs.”

      “Adoration. Lyla is an excellent nurse,” Max said.

      “I just connected his primary datastore to the workstation, giving him all his memories back. Later, I’m going to start working on fashioning him a new body.”

      “You can’t fix this one?” Hayden asked, pointing at the Intellect.

      “Not completely. I can transfer the intact material and use that to form his primary system, but once I cut everything damaged out, there won’t be enough left to make a humanoid, unless Max wants to be two feet tall.”

      “Negation. I require the same height as Sheriff Duke. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “It took me a day to isolate that single strand. I’m sure I’ll pick up the pace as I get more experienced, but six months, minimum. Maybe a year.”

      “That’s a long time.”

      “I think that’s pretty amazing, considering his complexity.”

      “I didn’t mean to question your skill. I’m amazed you can fix him at all.”

      She smiled. “So am I, to be honest.” She removed the loupe and set it down, finally turning to look at him. “I take it you’re skipping town?”

      “Pozz. How did you know?”

      “That’s what you do, isn’t it? Swoop in, save the day, go off in search of another bad situation?”

      Hayden chuckled. “I reckon it is. But not this time. I had this thought not so long ago of what I would do if I had Nat back, now that the trife are gone.”

      “Let me guess, it involves livestock and tractors.”

      “Did Max tell you that too? Because I didn’t breathe a word of it to anyone.”

      “No offense, Sheriff. You’re a great man. But you aren’t a complicated man. You have the look of a farmer beneath that two day old scruff. Not that I can really picture you tending sheep for long.”

      “I planned to omit the sheep, the livestock, and probably the tractors.”

      “You want to be a farmer who doesn’t farm?”

      “Pozz. I’m going to find a farmhouse to settle into, and just try to find some peace for awhile. I think I’ve earned that.”

      “I think you’ve earned that too.”

      “Decision. Max requires being a farmer who doesn’t farm, too.”

      “Maybe when you have arms and legs,” Lyla said. “And eyes.”

      “Agitation. Max does not like to wait. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Max, when you’re back in one piece, I’d like you to go see Governor Stacker in New Eden,” Hayden said. “I put him in control of Grimmel, but I’d like you to help him ensure everything’s on the level with its programming.”

      “Appreciation. Recognition. The Sheriff trusts Max because Max is a good deputy.”

      “You risked being destroyed to help me,” Hayden said. “You sure are a good deputy.”

      “Revelation. If Max had arms, Max would hug Sheriff Duke. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “I’m sure we’ll meet again, pardner. You can have that hug when we do.”

      “I’ll take mine now, Sheriff,” Lyla said, sliding off her stool.

      “Thank you for everything, Lyla,” Hayden said as they embraced. “Just between you and me, you’re a better borger than Halston.”

      She laughed, backing away from him. “I’ll be sure to let him know you said that. Safe journeys, Sheriff.”

      “Thank you kindly,” Hayden said, turning to leave.

      “Exposition,” Max cried suddenly. “Sheriff Duke, wait. Discovery. I have located something in my datastore that you may require to know.”

      “What is it, Max?” Hayden asked.

      The excitement drained from his voice. “Consideration. Perhaps this is not the right time. I do not want to be a bad Max.”

      “Damn it, Max,” Hayden growled. “You can’t tell a hungry dog you’ve got a juicy steak and then pull it back.”

      “Confusion. What does this have to do with steak?”

      “He’s saying you can’t mess with his mind like that,” Lyla explained. “Tell him what you were going to tell him.”

      “Negation. Max cannot. Realization. Max made a promise.”

      “Max,” Lyla chided.

      “It’s okay,” Hayden decided. “Forget it. I’m not going to ask him to break a promise.”

      “Consideration. Max can write the information to a datastick. Sheriff Duke can view it when he requires. Therefore, Max has not broken his promise. Max remains a good Max. Hahahaha. Hahaha. Haha.”

      “Do you have a datastick?” Hayden asked Lyla.

      “I have a thumb drive,” she replied. “You can plug it into any USSF computer that’s still functional to read the data off it.” She hurried to one of her parts bins, digging through it until she found the drive. She stuck it into the taller computer on her desk. “Max, do you know how to—”

      “Completion. The file is ready,” Max said.

      “I guess so,” Lyla said, pulling the drive out of the computer and holding it up. “Do you want to read it now?”

      Hayden stared intently at it for a moment before shaking his head. He didn’t want to get involved in anything someone had asked Max not to tell him right now. He just wanted some time alone to lick his emotional wounds.

      “Neg,” he replied, accepting the drive from her and tucking it into a pocket. “Not yet. Goodbye, Max. Lyla.”

      “Adios, Sheriff Duke,” Max replied.

      “Goodbye, Sheriff,” Lyla said again.

      Hayden exited the garage and climbed onto Zorro. Rather than his earlier sense of impending doom, he instead felt the first signs of a coming peace settling into his mind. He had no idea how long it would last, but he decided to try to savor every moment he could.

      Turning west toward the setting sun, he aimed for the horizon and rode out of sight.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading The Sheriff, Book 5. For more information about the next installment, please visit mrforbes.com/thesheriff6.

      

      Did you know Sheriff Duke is featured in other stories set in the same universe? See the full list at mrforbes.com/forgottenuniverse
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        Want more M.R. Forbes? Of course you do!

        View my complete catalog here

        mrforbes.com/books

        Or on Amazon:

        mrforbes.com/amazon

      

      

      
        
        Forgotten, The Complete Trilogy

        mrforbes.com/theforgottentrilogy

      

      

      Some things are better off FORGOTTEN. 

      Sheriff Hayden Duke was born on the Pilgrim, and he expects to die on the Pilgrim, like his father, and his father before him. 

      That's the way things are on a generation starship centuries from home. He's never questioned it. Never thought about it. And why bother? Access points to the ship's controls are sealed, the systems that guide her automated and out of reach. It isn't perfect, but he has all he needs to be content. 

      Until a malfunction forces his wife to the edge of the habitable zone to inspect the damage. 

      Until she contacts him, breathless and terrified, to tell him she found a body, and it doesn't belong to anyone on board. 

      Until he arrives at the scene and discovers both his wife and the body are gone. 

      The only clue? A bloody handprint beneath a hatch that hasn't opened in hundreds of years. 

      Until now.

      

      
        
        Earth Unknown (Forgotten Earth)

        mrforbes.com/earthunknown

      

      

      Centurion Space Force pilot Nathan Stacker didn't expect to return home to find his wife dead. He didn't expect the murderer to look just like him, and he definitely didn't expect to be the one to take the blame.

      But his wife had control of a powerful secret. A secret that stretches across the light years between two worlds and could lead to the end of both.

      Now that secret is in Nathan's hands, and he's about to make the most desperate evasive maneuver of his life -- stealing a starship and setting a course for Earth.

      He thinks he'll be safe there.

      He's wrong. Very wrong.

      Earth is nothing like what he expected. Not even close. What he doesn't know is not only likely to kill him, it's eager to kill him, and even if it doesn't?

      The Sheriff will.

      
        
        Deliverance (Forgotten Colony)

        mrforbes.com/deliverance

      

      

      The war is over. Earth is lost. Running is the only option.

      It may already be too late.

      Caleb is a former Marine Raider and commander of the Vultures, a search and rescue team that's spent the last two years pulling high-value targets out of alien-ravaged cities and shipping them off-world.

      When his new orders call for him to join forty-thousand survivors aboard the last starship out, he thinks his days of fighting are over. The Deliverance represents a fresh start and a chance to leave the war behind for good.

      Except the war won't be as easy to escape as he thought.

      And the colony will need a man like Caleb more than he ever imagined...

      
        
        Starship Eternal (War Eternal)

        mrforbes.com/starshipeternal

        Complete series box set:

        mrforbes.com/wareternalcomplete

      

      

      A lost starship...

      A dire warning from futures past...

      A desperate search for salvation…

      Captain Mitchell “Ares” Williams is a Space Marine and the hero of the Battle for Liberty, whose Shot Heard ‘Round the Universe saved the planet from a nearly unstoppable war machine. He’s handsome, charismatic, and the perfect poster boy to help the military drive enlistment. Pulled from the war and thrown into the spotlight, he’s as efficient at charming the media and bedding beautiful celebrities as he was at shooting down enemy starfighters.

      After an assassination attempt leaves Mitchell critically wounded, he begins to suffer from strange hallucinations that carry a chilling and oddly familiar warning:

      They are coming. Find the Goliath or humankind will be destroyed.

      Convinced that the visions are a side-effect of his injuries, he tries to ignore them, only to learn that he may not be as crazy as he thinks. The enemy is real and closer than he imagined, and they’ll do whatever it takes to prevent him from rediscovering the centuries lost starship.

      Narrowly escaping capture, out of time and out of air, Mitchell lands at the mercy of the Riggers - a ragtag crew of former commandos who patrol the lawless outer reaches of the galaxy. Guided by a captain with a reputation for cold-blooded murder, they’re dangerous, immoral, and possibly insane.

      They may also be humanity’s last hope for survival in a war that has raged beyond eternity.

      

      
        
        Man of War (Rebellion)

        mrforbes.com/manofwar

        Complete series box set:

        mrforbes.com/rebellion-web

      

      

      In the year 2280, an alien fleet attacked the Earth.

      Their weapons were unstoppable, their defenses unbreakable.

      Our technology was inferior, our militaries overwhelmed.

      Only one starship escaped before civilization fell.

      Earth was lost.

      It was never forgotten.

      Fifty-two years have passed.

      A message from home has been received.

      The time to fight for what is ours has come.

      Welcome to the rebellion.

      

      
        
        Hell’s Rejects (Chaos of the Covenant)

        mrforbes.com/hellsrejects

      

      

      The most powerful starships ever constructed are gone. Thousands are dead. A fleet is in ruins. The attackers are unknown. The orders are clear: Recover the ships. Bury the bastards who stole them.

      Lieutenant Abigail Cage never expected to find herself in Hell. As a Highly Specialized Operational Combatant, she was one of the most respected Marines in the military. Now she's doing hard labor on the most miserable planet in the universe.

      Not for long.

      The Earth Republic is looking for the most dangerous individuals it can control. The best of the worst, and Abbey happens to be one of them. The deal is simple: Bring back the starships, earn your freedom. Try to run, you die. It's a suicide mission, but she has nothing to lose.

      The only problem? There's a new threat in the galaxy. One with a power unlike anything anyone has ever seen. One that's been waiting for this moment for a very, very, long time. And they want Abbey, too. 

      Be careful what you wish for.

      They say Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. They have no idea.
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