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The ship settled down on standard drives, blowing dust over a huge concrete tarmac. A human pilot expertly settled her down on four large landing feet, each the size of a giant sequoia. The concrete withstood the sudden added weight without cracking, a sign of adept engineering despite rapid construction.

A cargo door opened and the embarkation ramp jutted out, servos whining as it fell into position. Several people walked down the incline, many looking glad to be alive after a fast and tumultuous trip through the upper atmosphere.

They carried suitcases, double-fisting containers of clothing and other goods. Crates and travel trunks would accompany them later. Right now, they stepped out onto a new world.

So new, many grumbled, that modern technology had yet to catch up in many places. No bots greeted the newcomers to help unload luggage. No floating platforms waited to gently ease their heavy loads as they walked out under a hazy sky and intense summer heat.

One young man politely waited at the back of the queue, letting others stream out of the ship first. He stood tall, with a curious shade of dark blond hair, as if his genes really wanted to lean toward the European side of his lineage but the Asian side insisted on making its presence known.

Unlike many of the other fresh arrivals, immigrants to a newly colonized world with all their belongings, this young man carried with him only a backpack.

Granted, it was a large backpack and looked to be loaded down with all kinds of stuff. He moved down the ramp with the confidence of someone knowing he had all he needed. And if not, he could always obtain anything else, if necessary.

A group of immigration officials hurriedly set up folding tables and chairs on the tarmac while others lined up the newcomers in queues. Despite their lack of modern conveniences, the bureaucrats knew what needed to be done, and had obviously gone through these motions before.

The young man waited at the end of the third line, displaying remarkable patience for someone his age. He amused himself by reading a novel on his personal implant, the words floating in front of his eyes.

No implants connected with an AI here, yet. The planet had not yet declared an allegiance with either of the galaxy’s primary ruling systems.

That could be a good thing or a bad thing, he thought. Right now, he hoped it would be a good thing. Having little in the way of governmental authority here, for the moment, suited his purposes well.

Slowly, the line moved forward.

At last he stood before a bored immigration officer, most of the other passengers having been processed and moved on.

“Stare into the panel, please.”

The young man looked at a rectangular scanner, and felt a bioscan go up and down his face.

“Name?”

“Tom Savage.”

The official nodded, pressing a floating button next to the name that appeared in a blank on the holo in front of him.

“What AI are you using?” Tom said, gripped with sudden curiosity.

“Penelope. Portable Electronic Neural Engagement system. We scan for known felons from the three systems, but you’re clear.”

He smiled up at the young man and added, “That’s a nice generic name. Tom Savage. Popular, too, down through the centuries. I can think of some pro-athletes, college professors. Even an author or two.”

Tom nodded and his lips quirked up.

“I like it.”

“Be advised that when we declare an allegiance, all bio records will be compared with the larger systems, including those for PLAIR, StarCen and LuteNet.”

“I’m aware.”

“Very well, then. It’s not illegal to enter under a false name, at this time, but all I’m saying is you can’t keep it forever if it is fake. When we hook up with a larger system, all will be laid bare.”

Tom nodded again, but said nothing else. The customs officer gave him the squint eye once more.

Most immigrants, at this point in the lecture, strongly protested that they had given their proper name. Tom simply stood there, waiting to go through. He smiled politely at the man.

“Alright,” the officer said, looking mildly disappointed at the lack of reaction.

He produced a holographic entry card, which floated up to face Tom.

Tom grabbed it out of the air and pushed it into his implant for storage.

“Welcome to Phaethon.”
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Tom left the rugged spaceport and entered League City, Phaethon’s capital. Everything looked and felt new and hastily assembled. The spaceport itself primarily consisted of the large concrete tarmac, a tall concrete barrier wall, and a couple of pillbox buildings that could withstand any explosions or shockwaves resulting from ships landing or taking off.

Or crashing.

Outside the gate, a variety of hotels stood on the street opposite the walled-off spaceport. The tallest towered over the others at three stories. While they all looked clean, none had the polished appearance of ones on more established planets.

Tom glanced at the closest hotel, trying to figure out what made the building look different from more familiar structures back home. He decided the façades were made from natural stone and wood, rather than polyresins or other artificial compounds used on older planets.

Everything here was constructed from local materials.

Raising an eyebrow at his newfound knowledge, he shifted the weight on his backpack, checked a signpost for directions, and started walking toward the local courthouse.

League City was laid out on a grid, and so far did not look very large, so far as cities go. Ten streets crossed ten others, according to the map. The spaceport sat at the south of town. The courthouse occupied a square in the center.

Everything remained nice and tidy, for now. As the population grew, Tom suspected things might get messier. For now, the town stuck to the grid. It remained orderly and well laid out.

A few pedestrians wandered the sidewalks with him. Not a lot of people were here, he thought, especially in comparison to the older and more heavily populated planets like Diego or Clarion or Epsilon. Even Lute, that distant pirate stronghold, had several million residents.

He didn’t know Phaethon’s current numbers, and he had not asked the customs official. But by the looks of things on the street, he doubted more than 10,000 people called League City home. Granted, they were all squeezed into a ten-by-ten grid, and he had not yet walked into a residential area

But immigrants were welcomed with open arms and very few questions, he thought. They needed more people here, and they were not too picky.

Happy to stretch his legs, he made good time walking. The sky remained hazy, the yellow sun hidden behind an impenetrable layer of darker yellow dust in the upper atmosphere. The haze shielded the sun’s rays somewhat. But the diffused light made it seem hot and dreary rather than hot and sunny.

Tom worked up a mild sweat, but after weeks aboard a cramped spaceship, he felt happy to be able to walk rather than ride.

Soon the courthouse loomed before him, the tallest building on the planet at the moment, five stories high. It looked like a medieval castle made of local stone. The front remained unguarded, although he did see some law enforcement officers on the street corners watching pedestrians, including Tom.

He walked in through a large ornate double door made of local wood and hand-engraved by an immigrant artisan, according to a sign nearby. It swung open for him and Tom entered a spacious lobby with high ceilings.

He stood near the entrance admiring things for a moment. The interior remained cool, decked out with more locally quarried stone and harvested wood products.

A young woman of Asian descent sat at an information desk, another sign the world was new. Anywhere else, he would have found a receptionist bot waiting for him. Probably none had been imported here yet, he thought. Bots were expensive.

“May I help you?”

Tom smiled at her and approached the desk.

“I’d like to claim a homestead.”

She nodded, not at all surprised by the request, and produced a holosheet. It floated in the air between them.

“Homesteads are one square kilometer. Please indicate your name and the coordinates of your desired spot. In the corner over there,” she pointed deeper inside the lobby, “you’ll find a global map with all available properties open for homesteading. You may only claim one square kilometer as a grant from Phaethon’s provisional government. However, you are always free to buy as much land as you want from others.”

He nodded, and pulled the holosheet closer.

“Do you know the coordinates of the parcel you want?”

He shook his head.

“Well, when you do, fill out that sheet. The processing fee is two hundred credits. You will be obligated to live on the parcel for one year before the deed is fully actualized.”

Two hundred credits for a square kilometer of land was a bargain. Of course, this was a planet out in the middle of nowhere, desperately seeking people to come and help colonize it. They were practically giving land away as an incentive, Tom thought.

“I know what I’m looking for. I’ll just go over to the map and find the coordinates.”

“Good luck!” she said as he walked deeper into the lobby.

Near the center of the open space, a giant holo globe as tall as Tom hovered in place, slightly transparent and slowly rotating. Three continents covered a third of the planet’s surface, with the rest comprised of ocean water and polar icecaps.

He found a faintly pulsing red dot, marked “League City” on the continent of Glagia, a vaguely peanut-shaped landmass that stood out as the largest of the three continents.

Groups of faint green squares glowed on Glagia, showing land available for homesteading, though none near here. Darker green squares indicated verdant landscape, suitable for farming or raising livestock.

Tom waited patiently as the globe slowly turned, showing water on Glagia’s west coast and a vast expanse of ocean. Here a few islands, probably volcanic in origin, spotted the water. Most of the squares available on the islands were already claimed.

Finally, the next continent rotated into view. It vaguely resembled a giant American football, oblong on the ends and thicker in the middle.

This one was marked “Anatolia.”

Tom’s lips quirked at the name.

“There is nothing new under the sun,” he murmured.

A massive desert dominated the landmass, marked in yellow stretching across most of the interior. A thin verdant line ringed the continent at the coasts. One portion, in the south, pressed inward between two sets of mountains, like a green fist punching up into a sea of butter.

Here, in the middle of that defiantly verdant interior, he found a town marked “Little York” on the map. Many green squares nearby indicated a considerable amount of land available for homesteading. Most of the parcels surrounding the town were already claimed, but others nearby looked to be within easy distance.

Tom placed a hand on the holo, stopping the globe from rotating. He made a stretching motion with his thumb and fingers, and zoomed in on the area around Little York.

Now, magnifying from a bird’s eye view, he brought the square kilometers available for homesteading into focus. Plenty of choices remained. He turned his palm sideways and scrolled through the enhanced view.

At last he found something desirable, north of town near the part where green met yellow on the map. A stream bordered the homestead’s southern edge. Not a huge river, but enough for water. The stream meandered south, providing water for other sites. And it supplied Little York too, from what he could tell.

The green on the map indicated foliage and suitable conditions for farming, but the square quickly ran into the desert about halfway in. The northern portion looked completely yellow. Beyond that, the surveyors had not bothered opening the land up for any other settlements. No one wanted to farm or live in the desert, it seemed.

Tom nodded to himself and tapped the square on the map. A set of coordinates displayed, and he tapped them again, copying them.

He pulled over the form the lady at the desk gave him and pasted the coordinates in.

“Home,” he said with a smile.
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When Tom returned to the receptionist with the holosheet, she took a quick glance at the information and pulled it over to her desk with a finger.

A holo popped up over her desk, showing the square kilometer on a map hovering in the air.

“Are you sure this is the homestead you want to claim? Half of it is uninhabitable.”

He nodded, giving her a confident smile.

She shifted attention from the holo to him, with a serious expression on her face.

“No, it’s really uninhabitable. The Skoni Desert has very little life beyond the microscopic level. The macroscopic life it does support it mostly hostile to humans. I mean, I realize you’ve got half a square klick here to grow something, but the rest of it . . .”

“This one suits me. If I need something else, I’ll see about buying it later.”

“But it’s the Wild West out there. Are you sure . . . ?”

She shrugged then, seeing the resolve on his face. Her protests died out.

“Suit yourself. That’ll be 200 credits, please.”

He dug in a pocket and pulled out two tokens, handing them over. She tapped a few times on her virtual keyboard and the holosheet flashed green.

“Signed and sealed. Here’s your copy.”

She pulled on it, and a duplicate appeared, floating in the air beside the original. He took it and pushed it against the side of his neck, his implant accepting the document and storing it.

“Can I do anything else for you today, Mr. Savage?”

“Yes. Tell me how I can get out there.”

“For that, you’ll need to book passage on one of the sky trains headed to the outer settlements. They arrive and depart on the north side of town, opposite where you came in at the spaceport. You can check there for schedules. They vary according to the train.”

“Thank you.”

He smiled, turned and made his way back out the courthouse doors.

“Oh, one more thing. Be careful going over there. The northern neighborhoods can be rough.”

But Tom had already walked out, waving at her.

The receptionist frowned and shook her head.

“He’ll never make it. Either in this city, or out there.”

-+-

The further north Tom walked, the less civilized his surroundings became. Here, buildings visibly degraded in quality. Claptrap housing seemed to pack in the tenants, too. Migrants rushing to escape whatever planet they came from were packed into these tight spaces. Bare wooden planks hosted no fancy facades or locally quarried stone, or anything other than boring expanses of unpainted lumber.

Doors relied on hinges rather than electronics. Simple glass covered the windows. Since most of those were open, Tom suspected air conditioning was not a priority despite the oppressive heat. People looked out the windows, eyeing him like predators. Some stood in the open doorways, watching him pass by on the sidewalk.

It felt unnerving. The backpack made him an obvious outsider, fresh off the ship. He regretted not taking a ground car through this part of the city.

It grew worse the further he walked. Traffic on the street grew sparse. Tom noted two cars passing him earlier, but saw none in the last block or so.

The neighborhoods grew increasingly stark, with more trash on the street. Even the façades on the buildings look tarnished here, as if absorbing negative attitudes from the populace, emotions turning into grime on the wood.

Since there were no more cars, he decided to move off the sidewalk and out into the middle of the street. It felt safer.

Ahead, on the last block, Tom could see where the city’s grid ended and open land stretched into the distance. Out there, a line of landing craft parked on the grass. He could see people loading them and passengers climbing aboard. A smattering of booths served food and offered supplies to passengers and crew.

Tom picked up his pace.

Three men stepped out of doorways on either side of the street, blocking his way to the open field. One carried a baseball bat, casually slung over a shoulder. Another held a short length of chain, dangling from a fist. The third slid something over his fingers that looked like brass knuckles, although Tom doubted they were actually made of brass.

He stopped and stared at the trio. Going forward would require passing them. A quick glance behind him showed half a dozen more men lining the sidewalks. No one had moved to block the way back . . . yet. But they looked ready and willing to intercept any retreat.

Tom turned back to the three waiting for him. He smirked.

Shrugging out of his backpack, he set it down on the pavement. Then he moved into a balanced position, one foot slightly in front, one to the back. He shifted his weight to the balls of his feet and brought his fists up in front of his face.

Waiting.

The trio clearly had expected him to make a run for it. That he removed his pack and assumed a fighter’s stance astonished them. But once they recovered from their initial surprise, they chuckled.

“Look at the nerve of this guy.”

“Is that a challenge? I think that’s a challenge.”

“That kid just got off the boat and he’s salutin’ us? In our neighborhood? Let’s get him!”

They rushed forward, swinging a chain, fists and bat.
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Tom expected these thugs to make the classic mistake of attacking individually, and they did. Perhaps it was because they rushed him from one direction in a narrow street.

The man with the bat met him first, swinging hard. Tom ducked and lashed out with his fists, aiming a vicious blow on the guy’s elbow. The man yelped as the bat clattered away, his arm suddenly numb from a damaged ulnar nerve.

The chain came next, swinging for him. Tom raised a forearm and slashed down, making the links wrap around him. He grabbed and yanked, pulling the man in close. A quick kick to the groin made his assailant double over in excruciating pain, and Tom yanked the chain free from the other man’s weakened grasp.

Brass knuckles came next, leaning in for a strike at Tom’s chin. But Tom pulled back and swung his new weapon out, the metal links slapping the side of the third assailant’s face.

Mentally, Tom named them according to their weapon of choice.

Knuckles went down screaming just as Bat Man charged again, knocking Tom over this time.

On the street, Tom twisted, easily pulling Bat Man’s weight on top of him in a wrestler’s move. He wrapped the chain around the thug’s neck and pulled.

Bat Man struggled, hitting back with his elbows, a futile gesture especially since Tom had so badly damaged one of them.

Tom held on tight, keeping the pressure on. In seconds, Bat Man blanked out.

He pushed the unconscious thug off and stood up, watching Chains hobble away, groaning in pain. Knuckles came in for another strike, but Tom swung the links out, knocking away his fist.

Knuckles lashed out with his foot, connecting to Tom’s groin in a copycat move.

They both heard a loud Thwack!

They paused, both looking down at Tom’s midsection. Then their eyes met. Tom smiled as the man realized he wore a protective cup.

Tom quickly wrapped several links of the chain around his fist and slammed it into Knuckles’s face, knocking him over. The man crawled on the ground, dazed, trying to stand up. Tom walked over and pummeled him three more times until he stopped moving.

Winded, Tom reached down and grabbed the man’s hand. He pulled the brass knuckles off and pocketed them.

“Thanks for the souvenir.”

Risking a glance behind him, he saw the baseball bat lying in the street. He elected not to take it, since it looked too bulky to carry.

Standing up straight, he made for his backpack, still standing on the pavement where he had left it.

But now, several more men left tenement doorways between his location and the edge of town. He counted as they stepped out onto the pavement.

“Eight . . . ten . . . fourteen . . .”

All were armed with something. Several had what appeared to be broken table legs made of wood. A couple had chains, and he saw a few more baseball bats in the crowd. The rest held knives, gleaming in the hazy light.

Tom sighed in disappointment, giving another look over his shoulder in the direction of the courthouse. Sure enough, more men filed out from doorways back that way, too. Those guys were not armed with clubs or anything else, at first glance. Then Tom noticed the bulges in their waistbands.

“Ah, the real weapons. Prolly gonna wait and see how I do with the JV team first, I bet.”

He turned back to the larger crowd, reached into his pocket and retrieved the brass knuckles, slipping them onto his left hand. With his right, he twirled the chain around in a circle a few times, making a whooshing sound. Then he grabbed the other end and stopped, holding his fists up with the chain between them.

This time, the men facing him did not make the mistake of trying to charge him individually. They ran forward en masse, yelling and swinging their weapons.

A spray of blaster bolts knocked down several before they could close the distance. Tom hit the street, shots sailing over his head.

An older man, balding with a flowing white beard and a prominent potbelly, stood at the edge of town with a gunmen on either side. He marched down the street, ignoring the fresh bodies.

“Dagnab it, I told you people to leave my passengers alone!”

As if to punctuate his thoughts, the gunmen on the other side of Tom opened up on the trio. They finally pulled out the pistols tucked away in their waistbands, and the battle began in earnest. Streams of bolts flew back and forth over Tom’s head.

Grunting, Tom looked to his right and spotted a manhole cover. He raised an eyebrow and scootched over to it like an inchworm. He stuck a finger in the little access hole and lifted the cover with a surge of adrenaline. He went down the hole face first, all while trying to keep his body as low to the ground as possible.

Inside the shaft, he managed to twist and turn until he stood upright on the metal ladder. Down below, everything looked dark. Up above, in the circle over his head, green and red bolts continued flying back and forth.

Tom smiled and said, “This looks like as good a place as any.”

He reached into a pocket and pulled out a coin-sized disk, with a hole in the center and a piece of twine threaded through it. Carefully, while holding onto the ladder, he tied it off on the third metal rung to the top.

At last, the shooting stopped. Very carefully, Tom climbed up to the street level and poked his head out. The men behind him were all down. He counted eight dead in the street. The others must have fled.

Turning back toward the edge of town, he saw the old man and his guards still standing there. The fellow smiled under his beard.

He marched up to Tom, who decided the best thing to do would be to stay put for the moment.

The old man looked down with kindly eyes, seemingly amused at Tom’s choice of shelter.

“You are one of my passengers, are you not?”

It took a moment before Tom remembered what the man said before the shooting started.

“I am if you’re headed to Little York.”

“Little York? That’s more than 10,000 kilometers from here, Sonny. I am going there, but it’s one of the very last of Jet Stream’s stops before I circle back this way.”

Tom blinked, and made a mental deduction that Jet Stream must be one of the sky train conveyances the receptionist at the courthouse mentioned.

“That’s where I need to go. Can you take me?”

“Well, now, that depends. Can you pay the fare? None of this lot can afford to get out of town.”

Tom climbed out of the manhole. He reached down and dragged the metal cover back on top and it clanged into place.

He glanced over his shoulder back the way he had come. No one remained out in the street now. No one still alive, anyway.

“How much is the fare?”

“Twelve hundred credits. That’s guaranteed safe passage. We’ll be there in three days.”

Tom raised both eyebrows.

“That’s kinda steep. My homestead only cost me 200 credits.”

The old man laughed at this, showing perfect white teeth, all neatly aligned, gleaming through his gray beard.

“Land is the cheapest thing you’ll find on Phaethon, Sonny. Well, that and your life.”

He nodded at the bodies in the street.
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The old man’s name was Isidore Montaigne. He was Captain of Jet Stream, a sky train making a continuous circuit to all the planet’s settlements.

Tom was not happy about forking over so much money for a ride, but ultimately he decided to pay the fare. Even if someone else could offer lower rates, he did not know when they would show up, and he had little desire to walk back to the other side of town to find a hotel. He certainly did not want to walk through the Northside neighborhoods again right now, if he could avoid it.

Also, Captain Montaigne had shown up at an opportune time. Tom was not ready to say the old man saved his life, but shooting the gang in the street certainly helped his situation.

Montaigne acted like he had, indeed, saved Tom and that the young man owed him. Rather than argue that fact, Tom pulled out twelve more hundred-credit tokens and handed them over to the old man with a sigh.

Montaigne slapped him on the back and guided him down the street after Tom retrieved his backpack.

“You’ll enjoy the Jet Stream, Sonny. Food and drinks are included in the fare, of course. I don’t squeeze my passengers for every decimal like some of these scalawags out here.”

Tom said nothing, but inwardly he grimaced. He had not thought to ask about food and water. Three days was a long way to go, and he would be at the man’s mercy for sustenance and everything else the entire way.

At last they walked out from the tenements to the open space at the edge of town. Here, a variety of booths were set up close to the buildings. Out in the field, five tubular landing craft rested, connected together end-to-end.

They looked like subway cars, only about three times as big. Four standard drive thrusters, two on either end, were the only protrusions. Each had large cargo doors in the middle, all open. People moved in and out, loading crates and suitcases. Tom picked out a handful of people who appeared to be passengers, like him.

“That’s the Jet Stream?”

“That’s part of it, Sonny. Grab any food or souvenirs you want from the booths. We’re taking off in a few minutes.”

Montaigne turned to give a few more orders to his men, instructing two of them to keep an eye on the street for any more trouble, and to make sure and help any potential passengers seen walking this way with luggage.

The other two accompanied him, keeping an eye on the crowd and acting as his temporary bodyguards.

Tom sighed and muttered, “Terrestrial teleportation is so much easier.”

He idly wandered among the booths. He had eaten not long ago, while still in orbit, so he was not particularly hungry. As for souvenirs, he found nothing that caught his eye. Many items had a graphic of a sun in motion, the unofficial icon representing Phaethon. Or at least, a symbol all the merchants agreed should represent their planet.

One vendor sold t-shirts with a holo of a little orbiting sun and a nice graphic of the planet, with “Phaethon!” printed on the front. But Tom was not fond of textile holos, and he declined the man’s pitch, even when the price lowered dramatically as he walked away.

The brass knuckles, Tom decided, were free and would serve as a reminder of his first visit to League City.

At last he made his way toward the line of connected vehicles. Montaigne himself stood at the door of the lead car, directing traffic in and out. Tom realized why the fellow looked tan, even though he presumably spent most of his time flying around the planet. For however long he was down here, Montaigne spent the time mostly outside.

The haze blocked the sunlight, but not all of it.

“There he is! Come on aboard, Sonny. We’ll get you settled when we join the rest of the train. For right now, find a seat and wait for liftoff.”

Tom nodded and stepped up and into the car. Inside, one of Montaigne’s bodyguards acted as crew.

“You can put your backpack in the next car over. Come on, I’ll show you.”

He followed the man past several seats, many already occupied by people. The end of the car had a door and a short connecting tunnel led to the next car. Tom could see all the doors between the cars were open, adding to the impression of a train.

“There’s space in here. Put it anywhere you can find an opening.”

The man left him to it, heading down to the next car in line, one evidently used for cargo if the crates Tom could see were any indication.

Tom found an open bin with a bar across it to prevent luggage from flying around in turbulence, and placed his backpack there. Then he returned to the passenger car.

“Taking off in five minutes!” Montaigne roared from the open door. People rushed for the cars to make last minute placement of items, or to climb aboard.

Soon, everyone and everything was in place. Montaigne saluted a man in uniform on the ground. Tom figured that fellow was an official who managed the open field with its hodgepodge of food booths and space for aircraft landings.

Then the old man stepped inside and hit a big red button above the door. An alarm sounded and all the outer doors closed simultaneously.

Montaigne pressed his palm on a panel to the left of the door and an array of holo buttons appeared, floating in the air. He swiped a finger through several, and the cars responded with a hum, then a soft roar.

Slowly, the cars levitated simultaneously, maintaining a horizontal line. They went up . . . up . . . and Tom’s ears popped just before the cabins pressurized.

A giant viewing holo appeared in the front of the car, floating between seats. It showed a window of the world outside. They were very high now, and rising higher. Above and slightly ahead, Tom could see a much longer string of cars, over 20. They floated in the air like a train in the sky.

Montaigne turned and smiled at him.

“Welcome aboard the Jet Stream, Sonny.”
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Life aboard the Jet Stream proved to be cramped, crowded, and largely uneventful.

The string of aircraft indeed flew between settlements on the planet, but they never all landed at once. Instead, certain cars would break free and drift down, docking as a single unit outside a town. If one broke from the string above, the others reconnected, keeping everything together.

In flight, while clustered and traveling, one could conceivably walk from the first car to the last. In practice, the front four cars were reserved for Montaigne and his crew. Tom counted six people working for the old man, the four gunmen and two more.

One of these fellows seemed to be a combination pilot and navigator. He only came out of the front cars for meals. Tom sat close enough to the Captain’s table over lunch one day and listened in on their conversation.

A hurricane brewed out in the Aqua Minor, as one of the smaller, warmer oceans was called. This body of water covered the space between the continents of Glagia and Anatolia. Jet Stream would divert around it, the man said, avoiding the lion’s share of atmospheric tumult.

The dining car was the fifth one in line, and everyone took their meals there. Montaigne did not see any point, apparently, in separating the crew from passengers while eating. There was no assigned seating at meals. Everything remained first come, first served.

The sixth person in the Captain’s retinue was evidently in charge of food. He prepared all the meals and presented everything cafeteria style in the dining car, with a food island where people could choose what to load up on their plates.

The man they called Cook looked older than Montaigne, a short fellow of Hispanic descent who never seemed to smile. But the food was good and Cook kept the dining car clean as a whistle. The four gunmen helped him wipe the tables down after every meal. Dishes were deposited at a window, where a stationary robot arm loaded them into an automatic washer.

Connected to the dining car were three passenger lounges, with holos always on showing the sky and ground below. A big one in the middle displayed a graphic constantly updating their location, with solid lines where Jet Stream had been, and dotted lines indicating where they were going, with an hourly countdown to their next destination.

Tom decided this holo was a nod toward the natural curiosity of travelers, and those with the eternal question, “Are we there yet?”

Behind these, the bunk cars connected. Here, beds and partitions gave at least a modicum of privacy. One could stay in their bunk all day, coming out only for bathroom breaks and eating. Tom had a small room with two beds stacked on top of one another, but no roommate, fortunately. For 1200 credits, he would have felt slighted at having to share the room. But he supposed if they took on enough passengers, he would not be given much choice.

Behind the bunks, the main embarking car trailed. This was the one Tom rode up, and it was the one passengers usually used when going down to a settlement or city. Connected to it were the baggage cars, and after them came a long line of cargo cars.

Tom walked through these once or twice, if only to stretch his legs. Many long lines of crates strapped down back here were labeled as foodstuff. Evidently, not all the settlements could provide enough food for their populations, so shuttling supplies around the globe was an important role Jet Stream helped fulfill.

On the second day, Tom sat in one of the passenger lounges with his feet up, reading a book on his implant. Montaigne stepped into the car, evidently making the rounds of his domain. He stopped when he saw Tom.

“Well, Sonny, what do you think? This is how we do it out here on the frontier planets.”

“It’s a good system, Mr. Montaigne. Everything seems efficient. How did you get into this line of work, if you don’t mind me asking?”

Tom was curious as to where the old man got the seed money to start. A sky train like this had to be expensive. His parents had taught him it was disrespectful to ask people personal monetary questions. He did not query directly, but he hoped Montaigne might reveal something about it without prompting.

“Well, you know . . . I was a LEAF soldier in the war. There, I done went and revealed somethin’. Could be bad for people to know that, could be good. Depends completely on the company I’m with. How do you feel about the League, Sonny?”

Tom answered truthfully.

“I’m only 20, sir. I was born right as the war ended. I don’t fool with politics too much.”

The old man’s eyes lit up.

“Twenty? Ha! You’re just a kid! What are you doin’ out here in the middle of nowhere? This is no place for a youngster.”

Tom shrugged. He did not think of himself as “young,” although he certainly was when compared to Montaigne.

“I heard they were giving away land. Two hundred credits for one square kilometer of prime farmland is hard to pass up. Of course, getting there has proven to be most of the challenge so far.”

Montaigne nodded, and something like admiration sparkled in his eyes.

“Gettin’ there, and keepin’ it once you get there will be the trick. But you are a lot wiser than I was at your age. Yeah, if I had to do it all over again out here, I’d have secured a homestead near League City, then bought out the ones who left early. Today, just two years after they started releasing the plots, I’d have a small fortune in real estate. I’d have several square kilometers I could sell at a huge markup to all the new blood flowing in and wantin’ somethin’ close to civilization. But I’ve got Jet Stream instead. It’s not a bad tradeoff, I suppose. She’s kept life interesting for me.”

He sat down and leaned back in the seat next to Tom, patting the armrest as if the sky train were a living thing.

“I got her three years ago when they first opened up Phaethon to round one on immigration. That was before they opened it up a year later for homesteadin’. Weren’t nothin’ here then but four small settlements: League City, Gessner, The Woodlands, and New Galveston. The provisional government needed transportation and procured this here sky train, bringing it in on the very first ship. The put the contract up for biddin’, and I won. Truthfully, I think I was the only one biddin’ on it, at the time. They own it, I manage it and keep the fares, mostly. I deliver official government goods and people for free as part of the deal, and charge a fair rate for the rest. It’s a good retirement. ’Course now there’s some competition. They brought in a couple more sky trains that are flying’ around, and one came in without government subsidies at all. But that’s okay. It still beats fightin’ Republican Marines, lemme tell ya.”

Tom maintained a straight face, thankful for his father’s advice to never volunteer personal political leanings to new people before he knew them well.

“What about yourself, Sonny? Where ya from? Where’s your family?”

“I’ve been sort of drifting. I’ve been all over, most recently at Petra Roe. That’s where I booked passage on a ship headed here.”

“Petra Roe. Never been there, although I knew they were friendly to us in the war. League-aligned independent, I believe.”

Tom nodded. That was why he mentioned it. Conveniently, everything he told the old man was true, as well.

“I also heard it was somethin’ of a backwater.”

Tom shrugged in reply.

He said, “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t spent much time on the big capital planets myself, like Diego or Clarion.”

“I’m a native of Epsilon. Now, there is a civilized planet, lemme tell ya. Too bad the Republicans and the pirates destroyed it during the war. What a mess.”

He locked eyes with Tom, who stared back, unblinking.

“I’ve never been there, either. Didn’t they rebuild?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Montaigne waved that away. “But they rebuilt as a Republican-aligned planet. It’s not the same place anymore.”

“I thought that the League came in and destroyed it a second time, in an aborted attempt by Jade Thrall to take it back. The LEAF went through with building-buster bombs and leveled the main city.”

Montaigne squinted at him.

“Well, let’s not talk about Jade Thrall. That was all a Republican plot, ya know.”

“It was?”

“Sure. She was a bot made by Verberger. You can’t tell me ol’ Severs wasn’t behind it all. They set up the last Tetrarch to fail. That weren’t no League-built bot. No, sir.”

Tom leaned back and wondered how far he could push this. He was young, and the urge to strangle the old man and yell in his face felt strong.

How could people believe something that was so wrong?

Instead he said, somewhat meekly, “I heard the League stole the bot and programmed her to be the Tetrarch.”

It was Montaigne’s turn to control his emotions. He looked ready to explode.

Then he glanced at the nearest holo showing the landscape sliding by below, a virgin world with thick forests and rolling hills. The anger seeped away.

“Yeah, Sonny. That’s what they say. I guess we’ll never know the whole truth. It’s probably somewhere in the middle, and it don’t benefit either side much, one way or the other.”

He stood then, preparing to continue his rounds to the rear of the train and back.

“We’ll be at Little York in the mornin’ Sonny. Get a good night sleep.”

Tom sat back and resumed reading his book.

In the back of his mind, he replayed the conversation, wondering if he said anything wrong.

Ultimately, he decided to steer clear of recent history and politics, especially when speaking with old soldiers from the losing side of the war.
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The next morning, Tom woke up and took a quick shower in the sleeping car’s communal bathroom. After dressing for the day, he moved to the dining car for breakfast. Along the way, he passed the holo in a lounge showing their present location. A dot labeled “Little York” flashed near the solid line. They were close, he realized. About half an hour out.

While he wolfed down pancakes and bacon with a side of orange juice, or at least the juice of a fruit that resembled oranges somewhat, Montaigne stepped out of the forward cars and stopped by his table.

“We’re almost there, Sonny. You ready to fight for your life?”

The old man chuckled at the startled expression on Tom’s face.

“Yeah, it’s the Wild West out there, don’t know if anybody told ya. Little York has guns, knives, bandits and bad guys. You thought that little shootout in League City was bad? I’m afraid you’ll be on your own out there in the wild, Sonny. Don’t worry, though. I’ll be back in three weeks and check on ya, if you wanna go home.”

Tom smiled politely.

“I intend to be farming in three weeks, Mr. Montaigne. You likely won’t see me. My homestead is out near the Skoni Desert. It’s a ways from Little York.”

Montaigne nodded, as if these were merely insignificant details.

“Well, if you’re still alive, and you wanna go back . . . just remember, the fare to League City for a passenger this far out is 1200 credits.”

Tom smiled at the brazenness and lack of concern the old soldier displayed.

“Gee thanks, Mr. Montaigne.”

“Don’t mention it. Happy to take on payin’ customers any time. So long as they pay up front, you understand.”

Montaigne made his way to the lounge cars, leaving the dining car behind.

Tom gulped the last of his juice down, and noted that Cook was nowhere to be seen at the moment. He stood and walked past the kitchen area, then slipped through the door into the forward cars.

Curiosity called him to the restricted area, and he thought this might be a rare opportunity for a look.

The passage narrowed and he could see bunks head, a total of eight with four on the left and four on the right. Two men were still in them, holding onto sleep as long as they could.

To his right, he found a door marked “Restroom.”

Deciding this would likely be as far as he would get, he palmed it open, grateful to find it unlocked.

Inside he found a toilet, a sink and a shower along with some cabinets. He searched quickly, looking for a good spot to hide something. Finally, he found a panel on the wall held in place by screws. He pulled out a multi-tool and quickly removed the panel. Inside, water pipes led to the shower, sink and toilet.

He retrieved another small donut disk. Instead of hanging this one by a thread, he simply left it inside the compartment, hoping it would be mistaken for a discarded washer if anyone found it.

Quickly, he replaced the panel and retightened the screws.

Pocketing his multi-tool, he opened the door to the bathroom and almost ran into Cook.

The shorter man gave him a look of surprise, one that quickly turned into anger.

“Oh! Sorry, I . . . I had to go.”

“This is not a passenger area!”

“I’m sorry. I’ll . . . I’ll just be leaving now.”

He squeezed by the man, trying not to touch him in the tight space, and walked out to the dining car again. He felt Cook’s eyes boring into his back, but he dared not look.

A chime sounded and the sky train slowed. Montaigne’s voice came over the intercom.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we are arriving at Little York. All those going down, please assemble in the departure car, and strap in.”
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After three days aboard the Jet Stream, Tom looked forward to walking under open skies again. He had not gone down at any of the other stops, and he looked forward to seeing his new hometown for the first time.

He strapped into a seat in the departure car, and noticed he was the only person going down, save for one of the gunmen.

These fellows had kept to themselves, and Tom never had a chance to talk to them or even find out their names. They all looked older, in their mid-40s. He suspected they might be League veterans too, like Montaigne. The bodyguard simply nodded at Tom while strapping in beside him.

A buzzer sounded and the door to the closest bunk car slid shut, red lights flashing above it.

Tom heard a clunking sound as the departure car and the closest luggage car disconnected from the others. He felt them drop several meters below the train. Here, they floated a few seconds until Tom heard another loud bump. He knew that the cargo car with items marked for delivery to Little York would be making the trip down to the surface with them.

A moment later, they dropped a lot more, rapidly descending.

The sensation felt entirely unpleasant, like going down fast on a non-stop elevator. Tom felt his hair, short as it was, lifting as they plummeted. No holos showed the outside world on the way down, he noted. There were no windows in the car either.

At last they slowed. Finally the sky train car came to a complete stop as they bumped softly into the ground.

A chime sounded and the middle door slid open with a great puff of air, bringing in dust, heat and humidity.

The door to the baggage car chimed. The light turned green and it opened, too.

“Don’t forget your stuff, kid.”

“Thanks.”

The man’s statement was entirely unhelpful, and Tom’s tone indicated that fact. He could not keep a sarcastic edge from seeping through. But if the older man noticed, he gave no reaction.

Tom found his backpack where he left it, and shrugged the straps over his shoulders. He walked out behind the bodyguard, who made his way down to the last of the three cars. Here, an open door revealed crates stacked and strapped down. He reached for one and pulled it out, grunting.

The settlement looked entirely unremarkable as Tom laid eyes on it the first time.

Two lines of shops on the far side of a bigger building connected together, facing each other on a long main street.

No signs indicated street addresses, if any. There were no street signs or street lamps. And certainly, Tom thought, there were no public sensors in place, since the planet did not have an AI yet.

Everything looked basic. Rugged. Tom noted the buildings were all made from wood. He wondered if a construction bot crew set everything up. There seemed to be a slap-dash nature to it all, with little regard for durability and longevity. At the same time, the town seemed to follow a basic pattern.

It had the large building on this end with a landing field out back, two lines of commercial buildings facing a dirt street, and what looked to be stables on the far side of town.

Behind the buildings on the main street, on either side, smaller structures stood. These were houses even more recently assembled, and with an even more slapdash appearance than the commercial buildings.

A back door opened to the big building, and an old woman wearing an apron walked out. She glared at the landing crafts, the two men and the crate as she made her way quickly toward them.

“Bout time you got here,” she said when she neared, scowling at the man while ignoring Tom.

“It’s good to see you, too, Ms. Ferguson.”

“Let me look inside the box. I don’t trust that old flying coot any further than I can throw him.”

The man nodded and unlatched the top of the crate. It was made of polyresin, a meter long and half a meter tall by half a meter wide. She swung it open, impatient and unwilling to wait for him to do it. Inside, the three of them stared down at sacks of fresh potatoes and several canned goods.

“With shipping, it comes to 20 credits, Ms. Ferguson.”

“I know that,” she snapped. “Highway robbery, you ask me.”

“We’re the cheapest for deliveries, Ms. Ferguson. It’s subsidized by the courthouse.”

The look on her face said she clearly disagreed with the cost, subsidized or not. Reaching in her apron, the old woman pulled out two tokens.

“Now get on out of here. You too.”

“I, uh . . . I have a homestead.”

She gave Tom a sharper look, as if seeing him for the first time.

“You look kinda young for homesteading. Where’s your paperwork?”

Tom gave her a smile and produced his holosheet from League City by pulling it out of the implant under his right ear. He made a grasping motion with his thumb and forefinger, retrieving the last item stored there.

The holosheet popped into existence, floating in the air. He pushed it toward her. She squinted and read off the coordinates.

“That’s a trash area out in the desert. You got snookered by whoever sold you that, or convinced you to claim it. Ain’t nobody living out that far for a reason.”

Tom opened his mouth to let her know it was only half in the desert. Then he closed it and cut off what he was tempted to say.

Instead, he replied, “Any idea where I can hire some transportation to get out there?”

She snorted.

“You can rent a horse, or buy one if you’ve got the credits. Cajun Cal has them on the other side of town. Or you can walk. But if you stay in my public house, it’s ten credits a night.”

“Well, good luck, kid,” the bodyguard said in an amused tone. “I’m going back upstairs. Like I said, the Jet Stream will be back in about three weeks if you get tired of this place.”

Smirking, he walked back inside the departure car. He adjusted the controls, then sat down and strapped himself in as an alarm sounded and the door slid shut.

Ms. Ferguson snapped the lid on the crate. Tom reached down to help her carry it, but she batted his hands away.

He noticed the bracers on her forearms, then. They hummed as she picked up the box, lifting it with enhanced strength. Without looking back at either him or the levitating sky cars, she marched back to the pub.

Tom picked up his backpack and followed, wearing a bemused expression on his face.
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The sign above the door painted in thick black letters read, “Ferguson’s Freehold.”

Inside, the light dimmed considerably. Outside, with the ever-present haze, sunlight remained ambient. But the pub’s interior had only two windows facing the street and a few LEDs near the bar.

Two men at different tables looked up and stared at Tom as he followed the little old woman in. She ignored them and marched straight to a door in the back of the place, setting down her crate to open it.

“Eddie! Get out here! We got a shipment of food in.”

A man appeared, also short of stature and in his late 70s. He looked down at the crate and started pulling items out without a word.

Ms. Ferguson seemed content to leave it with him. She walked back to where Tom stood, and looked him up and down.

“Rooms are ten credits a night. The high price keeps out the riffraff. Comes with three meals. No alcohol.”

“I’m looking for a ride out to my place.”

“Ah yeah. Well, Cajun Cal won’t be up before noon. You may as well sit here for a spell. Breakfast is two credits. Lunch and dinner are three. Alcohol is extra.”

“Thanks. I’m good for now. I might get hungry closer to lunch.”

“Suit yourself. You’re welcome to stow your stuff, I won’t charge you for that. Most of the good homesteads are already taken in these parts. We don’t see many newcomers out here.”

Tom nodded, glancing around the place. She turned and left him standing there.

“I can tell,” he said softly.

While Eddie continued sorting the food, Tom made his way to a table near the rear. He set the pack down on the floor and climbed into a chair, keeping his back to the wall. From this perch, he had a clear view of all the empty tables, the other two patrons and the front door.

To his right, Eddie came out and grabbed the last bag of potatoes and disappeared back into the kitchen.

Tom debated if he should trust the old woman’s word. It would be nice to wander the village without lugging his backpack around. On the other hand, he literally just got off the boat, so to speak. If someone was intent on setting him up, he would make the perfect mark.

Sitting in a new place with his back to the wall was another piece of advice his father had given him. So far, everything his old man told him made a lot of sense. He supposed it would be unwise to leave the backpack unguarded in a strange place.

The sky train baggage car was different, obviously. Nobody was going to steal it in the air.

Unbidden, Eddie came out of the kitchen again, this time carrying a glass of water. He placed it down at the table in front of Tom and smiled.

“Water’s always on the house.”

“Thanks.”

When the old man returned through the kitchen door, carrying the empty shipping crate with him this time, Tom looked at the glass with a critical eye.

I didn’t see him pour it. Could it be drugged? Or is that paranoia?

He wondered what his Dad would say at this moment. Then he thought back on other people who helped raise him.

Shrugging, he thought, There’s such a thing as being too paranoid.

He took a tiny sip of the water and waited to see if he felt dizzy or anything.

Several minutes passed.

Tom investigated the restroom, off the side through another door. He found a working toilet and sink, meaning the settlement had running water and some kind of septic system.

He was also happy to see the holding tank for the ancient design remained high up on the wall, European style, instead of right behind the seat. Reaching up, he slipped one of his little donut disks into the water under the lid.

When he came out, one of the other customers put some tokens down, then stood up and left, going out through the front door.

Tom sat down and decided to take another little sip of his water. The door slammed open before he put the glass back down.

A young woman walked in, with straight blond hair down to her shoulders. Her eyes looked cold, a dark shade of blue that cut through the dim light of the pub. She glanced at the other fellow, then looked at Tom and caught his gaze.

He felt a rush, staring at her. His attractiveness meter shot off the scale.

Her eyes passed him by, though. If she felt the same, she gave no outward indication.

“Oma! Oma Ferguson! Where are you?”

The little old lady came out of the kitchen, a frown on her face.

“Quit your yelling. What is it, child?”

“The Dalmont brothers are coming!”

“Well, what do you expect me to do about it? I told you that you should have married that boy. The wilderness out here is no place for a girl like you.”

“What century are you in?”

The girl frowned at the old woman, then walked deeper into the pub.

The last patron’s head came up, his face a mask of alarm.

“The Dalmont boys are comin’?”

He pulled out some tokens, probably too many, Tom thought, and slammed them down on the table. They scattered, several dropping to the floor. The man rushed out the door, heedless of the cost.

The girl came to the back wall, near where Tom sat. She turned and tipped over a table. It slammed to the floor on its side and she crouched behind it.

“Gwen! What are you doing?”

“I told you, Oma. I’m not going with him. He thinks I belong to him? He’s got another thing coming!”

Tom raised his eyebrows at this. Now convinced the water had no drugs in it, he took another sip and watched.

Gwen looked over her shoulder and locked eyes with him again while Oma returned to the kitchen.

“You might want to leave before that scumbag gets here.”

The pub’s door burst open, shaking the frame and slamming back against the wall with a small explosion.

“GWEN! GWEEEENNNN!”

The girl frowned and turned back to the front.

She said, “Too late.”
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Ahuge man stormed through the pub’s front door.

Tom was tall, but this man stood well over two meters.

His arms bulged out of a sleeveless shirt, thick as small tree trunks. His chest was so wide, it could cover the front of an autocab.

Tom’s eyebrows raised, impressed. He suspected this fellow weighed twice what he did.

“GWEN! There you are.”

“Go away, Malcolm!”

“Now, Gwen. I’m gonna tell ya one more time. You and me, we’re gonna homestead my family’s place. Together. You’re mine, Gwen! That’s the way it’s gonna be!”

He moved further inside, making the wooden floor tremble with each step. Tom glanced down at his water and watched it shake in the glass along with the man’s steps.

Gwen shouted, “Get back!”

Tom looked at the man’s midsection. He wasn’t fat, necessarily . . . but he sported a lot of extra kilos in the middle. The guy carried an enormous amount of body weight around with him.

When he cleared the door, three more men came in behind him. They stood almost as tall, but were not nearly as heavy. They were obviously brothers, each with the same widow’s peak and the same intense, beady eyes.

“I’m not takin’ ‘no’ for an answer, Gwen. It’s you and me, and a family. I’ve got my brothers to back me up. You’re goin’ home with me.”

“Absolutely not. And if you come any closer, you’re going to regret it.”

Gwen pulled out a gun and aimed it at the Goliath from her place behind the overturned table.

Tom’s eyebrows shot up again. He took another quick sip of water. This was starting to get good.

The men focused on the weapon, eyes glued to it. Tom noticed they each carried sidearms, too. But no one on that side of the room pulled anything out of a holster, yet.

“Gwen . . .”

The kitchen door burst open and Oma Ferguson rushed out, looking angrier than ever.

“You boys! Out! I said earlier you can’t come in here and make a ruckus! Shoo! Shoo!”

One of the brothers moved to intercept the old woman.

He said, “Now, Ms. Ferguson . . . why don’t you go back in the kitchen with Mr. Ferguson, and y’all make us all some lunch?”

“I’ll punch you, Britt. Get out of my pub!”

Oma raised her fists up near her chin. Even across the room, Tom could hear the telltale sound of her bracers charging up.

The man she called Britt turned and looked back at his brothers.

“I told you, Mal. You’re going about it the wrong way. Gwen’s a strong-willed one. This is how you get a woman like that to do what you want.”

Britt turned back to Oma and pulled out his gun, aiming it for her head while remaining safely away from her power bracers.

“Now, Gwen. This is the way it’s going to be. You’re going home with us. You’re going to be my brother’s mate, and the two of you are going to raise a nice little family and make our parents back home on Juventas proud. And you’re going to do that today. Or else Ms. Ferguson here . . . gets a blast to the head.”

Gwen shot him a look, and Tom noted it was filled with pain. Horror. Disbelief.

Softly, Tom cleared his throat. All eyes in the pub turned toward him.

“If I may, I think I might have something that would resolve this situation.”

He pushed back his chair and approached his backpack, unzipping it from the top.

“Hold on. Just hold on . . . Don’t anybody shoot yet. It’s in here somewhere.”

“What are you doing?” Gwen whispered, still aiming her gun at Malcolm.

He ignored her.

“Aha! Here we go.”

He pulled out a round black disk. Unlike the little donuts, this one was the size of a clay pigeon. He pressed a thumb on top to activate it. The disk levitated out of his hand, slowly floating to the middle of the room with a little nudge from Tom.

“What is that?” Malcolm demanded.

His eyes nearly crossed as the device stopped, floating midair in front of the brothers.

Tom moved to Gwen and put a hand over her face while shielding his own.

A huge flash of light lit up the entire pub. Everyone else threw up their hands too late.

“That’s, uh . . . a little blinding light thing,” Tom said, with his eyes still closed. “Some friends of mine gave it to me. It doesn’t have a trade name yet. It’s not really on the market. Or, at least not the civilian market. But they call it a ‘bopper.’”

Malcolm screamed in pain and rage, hands on his eyes. His brothers weren’t doing much better. The two on his right stumbled forward, arms flailing as they tried to find their balance. Oma held her face and cursed loudly.

Britt said, “That’s it! I’ve had enough!”

He squeezed the trigger, still aiming in the general direction of Oma and the kitchen.

Click.

Click. Click. Click.

“Oh yeah, one more thing,” Tom said. “It’s a localized EMP, too. None of your guns will work. Can’t see, can’t shoot. I guess you all got bopped.”
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While the men stumbled around, Tom picked up his backpack.

Gwen gave him a look of confusion mixed with respect. Silently, he pointed toward the door. They sidestepped the Dalmont brothers, still screaming in pain and profanity.

At the door, thankfully still open, they stepped out into the hazy sunlight and walked down the street in silence, the screams fading behind them.

“I’ve got a homestead a few klicks from here. I’d like some transportation instead of trying to walk out there. Ms. Ferguson suggested I get a horse.”

“Why did you white knight me back there? I don’t need anybody to save me.”

Tom processed her statement and picked up on several things at once.

First, she was exceptionally attractive. Second, she seemed ticked off now that they were out of the pub and out on the street. Finally, he thought about her words and came up with what he hoped was an appropriate response for the situation.

“I, uh, need a horse. I was hoping you could show me where to get one.”

She looked at him with skepticism written all over her face. But he returned her stare with a level one of his own.

Gwen came to some sort of internal conclusion, too.

“It’s cheaper to buy one than renting. Don’t let Cal rip you off. He’s usually wiling to go down some on the price.”

She led him along the wooden sidewalks now. At this time of the day, the settlement seemed mostly deserted. A stray dog came around the corner of a building and saw them. His ears perked up, then he turned and ran back the way he came.

“Where is everybody?”

“Farming, mostly. Or some other kind of work. All the good homesteads around here are taken. Or bought up by the Dalmont brothers. Some people live here in Little York and work their land nearby. There’s some comfort in groups, I guess. It’s not like there’s any monsters out there, looking to prey on people. Well, except for the big lizards in the desert. But, nobody goes out there. And the giant owls that come out at night. But they leave people alone. Mostly.”

Tom raised an eyebrow at all this new information.

“I was told there are very few higher life forms in the desert.”

“That’s true for the most part. But the sand dragons like to eat anything that comes out there. Including people. There’s stories about the first settlers here exploring the desert and never being seen again. Everybody pretty much avoids it now. Just stay on the green parts of the map and you’ll be fine.”

Soon they came to the edge of town. Here, at the end of the street, a series of stables stood along with a corral, several watering troughs, and horses.

Lots of horses.

They stopped at the gate to the corral.

“Cal? Cal, get out here!”

The door to a small house next to the stables opened, and a man walked into the corral wearing overalls and no shirt.

His beard looked overgrown and scraggly, as if he never trimmed it. He let it grow all down his neck as well, apparently eschewing a razor altogether.

“Whaddaya want, Gwen? I’m busy.”

“You have a customer. This man wants to buy a horse.”

Cal stepped closer, going through a gate in the corral to join them outside the fence. He eyed Tom’s backpack and clothes.

“A settler? Ain’t seen one of you in a while. You’re kinda young, ain’tcha?”

“Why do they call you Cajun Cal?”

Deflecting unwanted questions with another question was a verbal sparring trick. It worked on Cal, even though he looked twice as old as Tom.

Cal stood up a little straighter, and smiled. His belly bulged through the overalls. If others worked in the fields, he obviously was not one for heavy labor. Although the tan on his torso indicated he must spend a lot of time outside, Tom thought. The ever-present haze did not block out all the sun’s rays.

“I’m a direct descendant of Cajuns, on both sides. Calvin Broussard, atcher service.”

“Tom Savage.”

Cal extended a hand and Tom shook it. Both had firm grips.

“Wherever mankind extends his footprint,” Cal said, “a horse’s hoof is soon to follow. A horse can cover 150 kilometers in a day. There’s plenty of naturally growin’ food for them around here. Water, too. You can hook one up to a plow if there’s no bots to farm with. It can carry a wagon loaded down with stuff. It’s just about the most useful thing for colonists ever, if you ask me. They’ll do until the bots get here. Then folks can buy those instead. Until then, I sell ’em and rent ’em.”

“How much do you want for one?”

“Rentin’s cheapest. Like I say, who knows when the mechanized stuff will get here? If somethin’ comes down on the next sky train, well, you can just turn your horse back in to me. No skin off my back, and you come out ahead.”

Gwen, by this time, had moved over to the corral fence. A couple of horses walked up to meet her, hoping for sugar cubes or some other kind of treat. She rubbed their noses, then turned and locked eyes with Tom behind Cal’s back, shaking her head.

“I think I’ll go ahead and buy one. Like you said, who knows when modern technology will make it out here? Could be a while. I’ll take my chances.”

Cal looked slightly disappointed, but he pivoted in his approach.

“Got a good one over here I’ll let you have for 150 credits.”

Gwen rolled her eyes at Tom, still petting the horses.

“Well you know, I can almost get a homestead for that price.”

“Ha! Okay, one twenty-five. It’s your own horse, though. No rental fees. All the tack comes with it.”

Gwen shook her thumb upside down.

“What’s the best you can do? I’m sure I’ll be using your services more in the future. Maybe buying more horses. I hope to be here for a good long while.”

“One hundred credits.”

Gwen held all ten fingers up, then lowered one.

“I’ll give you 90.”

Cal’s shoulders slumped.

“Fine. That’s the goin’ rate, anyway. It’ll be a gelding, though. Can’t have you making your own, y’know. Not at that price.”

“A gelding’s fine,” Tom said.

He did not, in fact, know exactly what a gelding was. But he took a guess, based on what Cal said about reproduction.

“Bring Bessie, too, Cal,” Gwen called out as the man wandered back to the stables.

He waved at her, acknowledging the request.

“And hurry! I’m avoiding Mal Dalmont again.”

At this, Cal broke into a jog, much to Tom’s amusement.

“I guess nobody really cares much for ol’ Mal.”

“That’s the truth. What are the coordinates for your place? I’ll guide you out there.”

He pulled out the holosheet and twirled it around so she could see it.

“That’s right up against the desert, you know.”

“I know.”

“It’s probably the worst plot you could find to farm. Half of it’s no good.”

He shrugged and smiled at her.

She gave him a sharp look. Understanding blossomed in her eyes.

“You’re not going to actually farm out there, are you?”

“Let’s just say I may try and harvest some other things besides plants.”

She stared at him, as if trying to read his mind, or at least figure him out.

Cal walked up, leading two brown and white American quarter horses by the reins. He handed one off to Gwen and one to Tom before opening the gate.

“You ever ridden a horse before, Mr. Savage?”

“Nope.”

Cal chuckled and pointed at one of the stirrups.

“Always mount on the horse’s left. That’s a rule that can never, ever be broken. No matter what.”

Gwen rolled her eyes again as she climbed up on Bessie. But Tom noticed she indeed mounted on Bessie’s left.

He stuck his right foot in the stirrup.

“No, use your other leg.”

Tom pulled it out and placed his left foot in the stirrup. Pushing up, he swung his right leg over the saddle and settled down in it.

Gwen headed out.

She called over her shoulder, “Follow me.”

Tom sat in the saddle, watching her walk away on Bessie.

“You, ah, squeeze with your heels to make him go.”

“Oh, okay. What’s his name?”

“Lucas. He’s pretty gentle. Hey, Gwen! Teach your friend how to ride!”

She waved, already leaving him behind.

“Let’s go, Lucas.”

Tom squeezed the sides of the horse with his ankles, and they started out.

Cajun Cal watched them go, smiling.

“That boy is as green as a Granny Smith apple.”

Chuckling, he made his way back inside the house.
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Acouple kilometers outside of town, Gwen turned to look at Tom. She had not spoken since they left. Lucas took it upon himself to catch up with her and Bessie, deciding it would be better to walk beside the other horse. Tom didn’t know what he was doing, so he did not complain and let Lucas do what he wanted.

Gwen raised an eyebrow, watching him. He held both reins in one hand, the other hand on a hip. He still wore the backpack, stretching down to the horse’s back.

“You need to go with the flow. Firm your legs up and let your butt go up and down along with his pace.”

“That’s sounds kind of risqué.”

“Shut up. Your legs should hug the horse lightly, but not too tight. You want to flow with the motions or else you are really going to be saddle sore in the morning. Your place is about 20 klicks out, so we’ve got a ways to go.”

“So, uh, how long will that take to get there?”

“If we let the horses walk the whole way? About three hours. Maybe less.”

“I see. Already I’m regretting the lack of technology out here. Or at least, transportation.”

“We can trot for a few klicks before the road runs out. I don’t recommend trotting over open ground, though. But we can go a little a faster here. Are you ready?”

“Um . . . I guess?”

She smiled and squeezed her heels. Bessie broke into a trot, pulling ahead.

Tom did not have to signal Lucas to start trotting. The gelding decided to keep up with the mare on his own.

Tom felt his center of gravity shift with the increase in speed, and he fought to recover it.

The saddle slammed into his butt repeatedly. He quickly shifted weight to his feet in the stirrups, and sat up straighter, trying to match the motion of Lucas’s stride. When they caught up, Lucas slowed down, trotting to the right and slightly behind Bessie and Gwen.

She looked over her shoulder and smiled at him, hair blowing back in the wind like blonde flames.

“You’re doing great!”

He smiled back, but he did not feel comfortable at all.

They saw more people now, out in the fields. The first group included an entire family. A man, his wife and three children were out picking some kind of plant growing in rows. They all carried baskets. Another horse waited on the side of the road by the field, hooked up to a flat wagon with several more baskets already loaded up.

Gwen waved at them. The children waved back enthusiastically, the adults less so.

Tom was afraid to let go of the reins. He gripped both in two hands, knuckles white. They passed the field quickly before he could figure out what crop the family harvested.

Farmlands dominated the landscape for the next half hour. Tom saw what he took to be wheat, or some equivalent. Other plots had pictures of what was planted on little signs near the road. Potatoes looked to be a common crop. He remembered Ms. Ferguson bought several kilos of potatoes.

Farther out of town, they came across an orchard. He could not tell if they were apple trees, pecan trees, or something else. But obviously they produced something edible. The settlement grew sustenance crops only, he decided. Not cash crops. Not yet.

The road grew steadily less traveled, and eventually morphed into more of a path. Tom figured the number of wagons and carts using it were greatly reduced this far out. Finally, the path narrowed to a simple trail.

Gwen pulled gently back on her reins, slowing Bessie to a walk. Lucas followed suit without any directions from Tom.

“From here on out, we’re going to have to go more carefully.”

She reached into a back pocket and pulled out a thin sliver of plastic. A map of the area popped up in a holo hovering over her hand.

“Eventually there will be no path at all, especially when we get to all those unclaimed sites where yours is. But the surveyors left space for a road. So, we’ll try not to trespass anywhere, even on the open lots.”

“Don’t you have an implant?”

She looked up from the map, frowning.

“Why? There’s no AI here. Well, other than the provisional one the government uses for record keeping. But nothing like PLAIR or StarCen. Where are you from, anyway?”

He shrugged and looked away.

“I’ve been all over.”

She snorted, suppressing laughter.

“Yeah, that’s not gonna fly. If you’re going to lie, you just need to come out with it. ‘Don’t hesitate when you prevaricate.’ That’s one of the first rules cops learn when interrogating suspects.”

“That’s cute,” he said, looking back at her. “Did you just make that up?”

“Quit dodging the question.”

“Where do you come from?”

“I’m a Republican. Born and raised on Diego. And I don’t care if you’re from the League. That was not my war, okay? That was my parents’ war.”

“What are your parents like? Did they actually fight in the war?”

“Hey . . .” She snapped her fingers at him, making the ears on both horses twitch. “We’re talking about you, here.”

He sighed and decided to level with her. His mother had warned him against putting his trust in strangers too quickly. But he could at least tell Gwen part of the truth.

“I wasn’t involved in the war either, of course. Born right at the end of it. I’m from Lute, originally. I’m a citizen of the Planetary Alliance, although I came here from Petra Roe.”

“Oh. So you’re a pirate?”

He grimaced.

“No. Not everybody in the Planetary Alliance is a pirate.”

“Yeah, but you’re from Lute. I thought everybody from Lute was a pirate.”

“That’s a stereotype. That’s painting with way too broad of a brush.”

“No, seriously. Your whole economy is based on piracy, although granted there’s not as much nowadays as there was during the war.”

He sighed, fighting down a wave of irritation.

“Look, during the war Lutian ships operated under privateering papers. Not piracy. All the ships taken, all the goods plundered from the League, were done so legally under the rules of engagement.”

She shrugged, an unyielding glint flashing in her eyes.

“That sounds like something a pirate would say.”

Tom decided to drop it. First, he did not want to ruin this budding friendship. She was the only person he really knew on the whole planet besides Montaigne.

Second, he couldn’t help but feel she was enjoying this. There was a challenge in the expression on her face. If he reacted negatively, she would probably enjoy it even more. The best thing to do would be to keep his mouth shut.

Five years ago, he thought . . . heck, one or two years ago, he might have exploded and got into a long drawn out argument with her, dang the consequences. But he had worked long and hard on controlling his temper and his tongue since then.

He turned his eyes back to the path ahead, and sealed his lips.
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Hours later, they crested a slight rise. There before them, the land swept away in a scenic vista. A stream ran across a verdant field. The green rolled down like a carpet, slowly giving way to browner soil. In the distance, half a klick away, the brown took over. The horizon looked dirty yellow, darker than the ever-present haze in the sky above.

Gwen consulted her map then waved a hand at the scenery.

“There. That’s the homestead you claimed. Half of it’s useless. For crops, anyway. Want to tell me what you’re really here for, now?”

He looked at her and smiled, recalling the pirate argument. Or rather, her attempt to start one.

“Nope. Thank you for showing the way and leading me here. I’m sure you can get back to the village before nightfall. I appreciate it, very much.”

Her eyes narrowed, and that challenging look came back over her face.

“What are you going to do out here? There’s nowhere to stay. You can’t live out in the open.”

He smiled at her, not saying a word. Her eyes drifted to the backpack, and realization dawned on her face.

“You’ve got a tent, don’t you? Are you seriously going to pitch a tent and try to live out here? This isn’t some campground in a park somewhere, Tom. We’ll likely be the first humans to ever set foot on that land after we cross the stream.”

“‘We?’” he said, smiling.

“I’m not leaving you out here by yourself. You’ll get killed. No, I’ll stick around a few days. Maybe you’ll make it, if someone is with you who knows what she’s doing.”

Tom turned to admire the landscape again. Then he gave her the side eye.

Malcolm Dalmont is back there, too. That would be another good reason to stay away from Little York for now.

“Alright. You can help me set things up.”

As the horses slowly picked their way down the slope to the stream below, he thought back to his mother’s advice about not trusting people too quickly.

And by “people,” she meant women. His mother thought Tom would be vulnerable to the wiles of women, and had warned him to be cautious.

But at some point, he figured he would need to trust Gwen. He had not expected to have an audience when he first set things up on his homestead, though.

Soon they came to the little river, and Gwen urged Bessie to cross it after the horses drank their fill. This part of the stream was about five or six meters wide. The water came up to Bessie’s belly out in the middle.

After a moment’s pause, Lucas crossed over as well, following the females. Tom lifted his feet out of the stirrups to keep them from getting wet.

On the other side, Gwen dismounted. She pulled the bit out of Bessie’s mouth, dropping the halter and reins on the ground. Then she loosened the smart straps holding the saddle on, and the blanket beneath it.

When Tom dismounted, she repeated the procedure, showing him how to do it. The two horses munched on the lush green grass while she rubbed them down with a large brush retrieved from her saddlebag.

They wandered off, grazing.

“What do we do when we need them to come back?”

“Bessie comes when I whistle.”

“Like a dog?”

“Sort of. She’s trained. I’m sure Lucas will follow her. Now, let’s see you put up your tent. Whatcha got?”

Tom shrugged out of the backpack, glad to finally shed the weight.

“Is this a good place? What happens when the river floods?”

“That’s a mountain stream, mostly snow melt from those mountains over there.”

She pointed at the higher elevations off to their left, to the west. Gwen pulled out her pocket map again.

“According to the surveys, this is about as wide as it gets. It’ll get faster in the spring with snow melt, but not flood, at least not around here. I wouldn’t get too far away, as this will be our only source of water until you dig a well. Plus it’ll be good to throw garbage and sewage in.”

“’Our? Our only source of water?’”

“Don’t get any ideas, Malcolm. I’m just helping you get settled.”

“Ouch. Don’t call me Malcolm. That really is an insult.”

“I know, right? Let’s go. Get that tent out.”

Tom began unzipping the backpack and rummaging around inside.

“I don’t actually have a tent on me.”

“What? Are you crazy? What are you going to do, build a log cabin? You can’t just sleep out in the open. It’s not safe. For one thing, sand dragons have been known to roam on the green patches, especially this close to the desert. And you do not want to tackle with a marked owl, either.”

Tom pulled out a small transceiver and set it up on the ground, a gray sphere about the size of a softball. He made sure the power pack remained intact, then he tugged on a telescopic antenna. It sprouted up and out like a metal flower.

“What is that?”

“This . . . allows me to send a signal up in orbit.”

He turned the unit on, flicking a manual switch. When a green LED lit up, he pressed a button on the sphere.

Gwen looked up in the sky with an expression of extreme skepticism.

“What’s in orbit?”

“Oh . . . a little something waiting for my signal. Call it a tent, of sorts.”

He pointed up and to the right, into the eastern sky. She turned and watched alongside him. A sudden burst of light shined through the dirty yellow haze, growing brighter by the second.
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The light in the sky grew brighter, finally bursting through the haze. As it streaked closer to their position, a dark point in front of the light appeared.

Moments later, a roar hit them as sound finally caught up with the light. The orbiter decelerated rapidly, and in the last hundred meters revealed its true nature: a capsule the size of a bus, with one small standard drive at the rear sticking out like a cone.

It slowed to a virtual crawl as it approached the field. The horses cantered off, deciding to vacate the premises altogether.

Ten meters from the transmitter, the capsule stopped. Four short legs popped out, and it settled down on the ground, landing smoothly.

“What . . . is that?”

“My supplies. Well, most of them.”

“You left your supplies in orbit?”

She gave him a wide-eyed look.

“Yeah. I couldn’t carry this much around. It was easier to leave it until I needed it, you know? There’s nothing up there to disturb it.”

“Who are you?”

He grinned at her, pleased he had finally cracked her shell.

“I’m Tom.”

An iris door on the side of the capsule dilated when he approached.

He stepped inside, saying, “I’ve got everything I need in here.”

Tom popped his head out and looked at her.

“At least, everything I thought I’d need. I can get more stuff sent this way if I have to.”

“But how . . . This must have cost a fortune.”

“Yeah it wasn’t cheap. I’ve got some backers . . . uh, family. You know. Anyway, they provided some seed money for my . . . farming operation.”

She crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. Tom gave her a grin again and disappeared inside the capsule.

He came back out dragging a crate, grunting.

“I didn’t pack this well,” he said when he pulled it onto the grass. “I should have put the bot up front.”

“The bot? Nobody has a bot out here. How much money did your family front you?”

He chuckled.

“Oh, it’s a used one. It’s older than I am.”

The look on her face revealed that she thought even used bots were extraordinarily expensive, especially for someone so young.

He reappeared in the doorway, waving at something inside.

“Come on out and introduce yourself.”

Metallic footsteps sounded, and a huge gunmetal gray bot hunched down to crawl through the circular opening. Its feet sunk into the ground when it straightened up outside the door.

Gwen gaped at the thing. Its “face” was a tall blank rectangle, the angles rounded to help prevent damage from explosions.

“That . . . is a Republican battle bot!”

“Yup.” He grinned at it proudly. “He’s an old one. Wartime surplus. I think he actually fought in the war. His name is Timmy.”

“Timmy?”

She gave Tom a deadpan stare that spoke volumes.

“That is a machine of death and destruction. You call him Timmy?”

“Yeah. See, here’s the thing. I was Tommy when I was little, when I first got him. He’s Timmy. Like I-Tommy. He was my robotic counterpart. And playmate.”

“You had a killer robot as a playmate.”

“He’s never killed anybody with me. Well, except for a couple of guys who tried to . . . Okay, he’s only killed bad people. Let’s put it that way.”

Gwen shook her head, quickly reassessing him on the fly.

“What else do you have in there?”

Tom held up a finger, smiling.

“A tent . . . of sorts.”

He went into the capsule again, and this time he came out with a one-third cubic meter box. Placing it on the ground, he opened the lid.

A series of small metallic forms merged together, rising from the box. They formed an open square facing him, perched atop a pedestal.

“What is that?”

“Its commercial name is MicaBot. ‘Micro Construction and Assembly.’ Inside this box, and others in the orbiter capsule, there are thousands of microbots that will construct . . . almost anything. Including a house, which is what I need right now.”

“How much did that cost?”

The astounded look, Tom noticed, had returned to her face.

“I, uh . . . I don’t know. I’m sort of field testing the final prototype in real world conditions.”

He cleared his throat, ignoring her incredulous stare. He turned back to the box.

“MicaBot, you have a house plan previously uploaded in your memory. Build it using local resources. Put it right about . . . there.”

He pointed to a nice, flat open space close to the stream, but not too close. The box made shuffling noises as the microbots repositioned themselves inside.

A checkmark appeared in the square. Then it dissolved and dark black dots flowed out of the box like water, marching away like a stream of ants.

They split into separate groups of hundreds, thousands of tiny bots. One cluster immediately sank into the ground near where Tom pointed. Soil churned up, and work on the house’s foundation trench began immediately.

Other clusters separated and sped away, crawling very quickly over the ground. The groups of little bots paused occasionally to form something resembling a periscope. These popped up, looked around at the environment for a moment, then dissolved back into the mass before they continued moving.

They flowed over the ground like living water, black spots moving with a purpose.

One cluster headed north, straight for the desert. Another approached the stream and plopped into the water, quickly crossing over. On the other side, they reformed and sped toward some trees in the distance.

A third cluster fanned out, then the bots burrowed down into the ground and remained there, leaving no trace.

In the silence that followed, save for the sound of churning soil nearby, Gwen glanced at Tom again.

“So . . . that thing . . . those things, are just going to build you a house?”

“Yeah. It’ll probably take a while,” Tom said, scratching his head. “I think this is the first time they’ve been used for a big project. I know it’s the first time they’ve been used on a virgin planet before. So, uh, I don’t know exactly how long it will take. But, no worries. I do have a real tent, in case I needed it.”

He went back inside and came out a rolled-up bundle of waterproof cloth.

“Well, at least you can truly rough it, if only for a little bit.”

He sensed a note of satisfaction in her voice.

“Yeah. Hey, Timmy? Put this tent up for me, please. Over there, out of the way of the house.”

The robot came over and took the bundle, then went to work.

Tom stood back, his arms crossed as he watched the microbots and the battle bot working. He sneaked another glance at Gwen.

He could not quite figure out why she seemed so upset.


15




As the sun set in the west, both Tom and Gwen grew weary. They sat on portable chairs Tom had retrieved from the orbiter, at a folding table also from the capsule. The X99 battle bot stood silently nearby, facing the stream.

“It’s about time to eat,” Gwen said. “We don’t need to start a fire. I’ve got plenty of jerky for both of us. Asa’s Farm makes the best, and you can just eat it wherever. It’s great for long rides and camping out. Old Man Asa says it’s based on his grandparents’ recipe.”

She stood up, ready to go over to her saddlebags and retrieve some jerky before Tom stopped her.

“No worries. I’ve got supper covered.”

Tom walked back inside the capsule and came out with two containers the size of thick rectangular dinner plates. He held them out to Gwen.

“You want pot roast? Or poshbird?”

“You have poshbird? I haven’t had that in forever! We don’t get it out here.”

“Take it. I grew up on the stuff.”

“Oh, that’s right. You’re from Lute.”

She took the container from him, a little too quickly, and ripped the top off. It instantly heated, showing a partitioned plate with meat, mashed potatoes, peas and carrots, all in different sections. She pried out the included polyresin fork and knife, sat down at the table and dug in.

“Mmm, poshbird! This is awesome,” she said between bites. “You could sell these for a small fortune back at League City. Or even around here. I bet you could have traded a crate of these for that horse with Cal.”

Tom smiled and shrugged, ripping the top off of his tray. He sat down at the table to join her.

“On the other hand, I’ve got plenty to eat before I need to worry about food. That’s worth something.”

Gwen muttered inaudibly, her mouth full of poshbird. Her eyes were closed and she had a look of pure bliss on her face.

Tom watched her eat, partly in amusement and partly because he enjoyed looking at her. Even without makeup, and despite being outside all day, she looked incredibly attractive.

Soon the sun went down behind the mountains, and the sky quickly grew dark. The stars came out, but could not pierce the haze. Light from one of two small moons glowed dimly in the night sky, their only source of nocturnal illumination.

Tom finished the last bit of food on his plate and shoved it back.

“Well, I’m gonna turn in. There’s a cot in the capsule you can use. Just push the button above the door to open or close it. There’s a portable toilet in there, too.”

“There’s a cot in the capsule? What’s that, three places to live in for you?”

He shrugged and said, “The tent was always an ‘if needed’ thing. And the house isn’t built yet.”

They both glanced over at the site the MicaBots had prepared for the house. They left a square hole in the ground, but nothing else had happened lately.

“What are they waiting on?”

Tom shrugged again.

“Foundation materials, if I had to guess. I’ve never used them before. Like I said, they’re kind of new.”

Gwen glanced back at him and her eyes narrowed in the dim light.

“Who sent you? Why are you here?”

“Me? I came by myself. I’m just a farmer, looking to start a homestead.”

She held his gaze for a long moment before finally guffawing.

“Yeah, right. You’re, what? Nineteen? Twenty?”

“How old are you?”

“Eighteen. And quit answering questions with a question. It’s annoying.”

He smiled and headed for the tent.

“Good night, Gwen. Timmy, stand guard. Don’t let anything get close.”

The battle bot silently saluted him.

Gwen stayed at the table a while longer, looking up at the hazy light of the moon. She shivered a bit in the cool air and moved to the capsule. Sure enough, a physical button just smaller than her palm opened the circular door when she pressed it.

Lights came on inside, and she found a little bed in the far corner behind several more crates. One small room was walled off from the rest of the space, with the letters “WC” painted on the door.

“He has everything. Literally everything. The sheets even smell fresh.”

She sat down on the bed, thinking, when a light flashed on outside. The bot’s voice shouted out, cutting through the night.

“HALT! DO NOT MOVE OR I WILL SHOOT!”

Alarmed, Gwen reached for her own gun, pulling it out of the holster on her hip. She hurried out the door.

Timmy stood several steps away, a bright light shining from the top of his “face.”

Somehow, he had a rifle in his hands. Gwen wondered where it came from, but she had no time to think as Tom came out of the tent without a shirt on, also carrying a pistol.

In the light, a young red-haired woman wearing jodhpurs held her hands up, face filled with terror as she tried to shield her eyes with her fingers.

“Haley? What are you doing here?”

“Do you know this girl?”

“Yes, this is my friend, Haley Stonecipher.”

“Okay. Timmy, turn the light off. She’s a friend.”

The bot’s illumination clicked off, casting the entire area in darkness once more. It seemed worse to the three young people, especially with no starlight.

“Maybe turn one on that’s not so bright, Timmy? And not in anyone’s face.”

The light clicked back on, on top of Timmy’s head, but far less intense. The bot angled it down at the ground.

The young red-haired woman breathed a sigh of relief and let out a long string of profanity.

“What is that thing? What’s going on, Gwen?”

“Haley, it’s fine. What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here? And who is he?”

Gwen took in Tom for the first time. Her eyes bulged at the sight of his muscular bare chest. He obviously spent time working out.

“It’s not like that! We’re sleeping in separate places. He’s in the tent and I’m over there.”

She swung back to point at the capsule. But Haley did not look in that direction.

“What is that?”

Haley pointed. In the darkness, moving steadily toward the light, a series of large cubes seemed to slide along the ground.

Tom said, “Oh, hey! Looks like they found a source of stone to quarry out in the desert. That’s a lot closer than the mountains.”

He left the girls, intent on checking out the MicaBots’ work. Haley stared at Gwen, her mouth wide open.

“He’s uh . . . he’s building a house.”

“What?”

“Yeah. This is his homestead. He claimed it. And, uh . . . he’s putting up a house here. Right over there.”

“Gwen Wilder . . . what have you gotten yourself into?”
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The two girls argued as they walked through the dark toward the construction site.

Gwen stopped suddenly.

“I’m fine! And I can’t see anything. Timmy! Bring the light over here!”

The battle bot stayed in the same location, motionless.

Tom’s voice called out in the darkness.

“Yeah, Timmy. Come over here and keep the light shining for us.”

The bot stomped by, wordlessly passing the two girls, and stopped near the homesite, flooding the area with light.

“What is he doing with a Republican battle bot?” Haley said in a loud whisper.

“How do you know it’s a Republican battle bot? You don’t know that. It could be a League battle bot.”

“I’ve seen the documentaries! I know what Republican bots look like! They’re better than the League ones. And what are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere with a complete stranger?”

“He’s not a . . . this is his homestead!”

“He’s just a boy! He can’t homestead anything!”

“He’s older than we are!”

“Hey, Gwen!”

Both girls stopped arguing, turning toward the light. Tom stood in front of the construction trench, his arms crossed against the chill in the air.

“Come take a look at this!”

The girls glanced at one another, then walked over to stand by Tom.

Cubes of stone moved along the ground, coming in from the desert, carried by clusters of the little black bots.

“They’re like . . . ants,” Gwen said, her argument with the other girl temporarily forgotten.

They watched as one of the stones seemed to lower itself down into the ditch. Another quickly followed, settling in beside it. More came in a steady stream from the desert, filling in the trench.

Haley said, “What . . . what is that? What are they doing?”

“Those are foundation stones,” Tom said. “The bots found a source to quarry in the desert. They cut the stone down to the desired size and brought them here. I suspect it’s mostly sand and loamy soil in this area, so they wanted something solid to build on.”

“Build?”

Gwen said, “Haley, how did you find me? You didn’t follow me and wait until nightfall, did you?”

“What? No . . . I put a tracker in your saddlebag.”

“You what?”

Tom took a closer look at Haley, now that things had settled down.

He said, “Your, uh, ears look funny.”

“They’ve been enhanced. I’m a ranger.”

Gwen snorted and looked away, rolling her eyes.

“I am! All the Fae are.”

“Wait, ‘Fae?’” Tom said. “Oh, I get it. Phaethon. Duh.”

“There, Gwen. You see?”

“Ignore him. He literally got off the spaceship a few days ago and arrived in Little York this morning.”

“But he gets it.”

Haley turned to Tom.

“Gwen was one of us, too. Until she left.”

Tom looked at Gwen again.

“Your ears look normal. They’re not pointy like hers.”

“I had them changed back. I hate enhanced hearing, and I don’t belong with the Fae anymore, okay Haley? Just drop it.”

Haley grabbed her arm.

“I don’t believe that, Gwen.”

Tom looked down at the way she held Gwen, and noted Haley’s body language.

He said, “Oh, is it some kind of saphhic group or something?”

Haley tilted her head at him and said, “I don’t know what that means.”

“I told you to ignore him. Let me go, Haley. I am not going back with you. I’m not going back to the Fae, and I’m not going back to Little York right now. Malcolm Dalmont is looking for a wife, and it’s not going to be me. You of all people should understand that. ‘Down with the patriarchy’ and all that stuff you always preach.”

“I’m not saying you have to go back to him! But you think you can just hide out here forever? You’re going to have to return to civilization eventually, Gwendolyn. Even if you don’t come back to the Fae. But if you do come back, you can just stay out in the field with us. There’s freedom out there. There are no Malcolm Dalmonts looking for wives. We can do what we want.”

“You can sleep in a tent and eat beef jerky.”

“Exactly! That’s what I’m talking about, Gwen. Freedom!”

The sound of another thousand-kilo cubic stone thudding into the ground made everyone look over at the growing foundation.

“Alright, ladies. It’s been fun, but I’m going to sleep now. If you don’t mind . . . please keep it down.”

“Goodnight, Tom.”

“Yeah. Goodnight, Tom.”

The girls watched him as he walked back to the tent, his arms crossed to ward off the cool night air. His muscles rippled as he pulled open the flap and stepped inside.

“Who is that, Gwen? What’s he doing out here? This is a terrible place to homestead. It’s right next to the desert.”

“I don’t know, Haley. But I know I’m not going anywhere right now.”

They heard a loud thump as another stone fell into place.

“I’m staying right here.”
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Morning light brightened the fields, and birds tweeted merrily from trees and bushes.

Tom stepped out of the tent and stretched, wearing a fresh set of clothes. To his surprise, Gwen was already awake. She sat at the folding table eating breakfast.

“Oh, this is great,” she said as he approached to sit down with her. “I found these in a crate marked ‘Food.’ Look, poshbird eggs, poshbird sausages, and your choice of orange juice or apple juice. This would be five credits back in the city, easily.”

Tom smiled and ripped the top off the other plate she left out for him.

“You weren’t kidding about being saddle sore. I can feel it this morning. Your friend leave?”

“Yeah. The Fae are good friends to have. She promised they’d try and keep an eye on the Dalmonts, and maybe let us know if they hear anything about Malcolm heading out here to look for me.”

“Twenty klicks isn’t very far away, is it?”

She shook her head, and offered the two juice boxes to him, one in either hand.

He read, “Apple Juice Equivalent. Product of Juventas,” on one, and, “Orange Juice Equivalent. Product of Pearl,” on the other. He chose the apple juice.

They ate in silence. When they finished, Tom slid the plates into a garbage bag.

“What are you going to do with your trash?”

“I’ll incinerate it after a while.”

She nodded, no longer surprised at his resourcefulness.

“The house is coming along well.”

His eyes lit up and he smiled. Together they stood up and walked to the homesite. Tom felt eager to see the overnight progress.

Where the evening before a square trench waited, now the framework for a house had been erected. They watched as planks of wood floated along the ground, each carried by hundreds of tiny bots. One board made its way inside the rising structure and rose into place as they watched. A nail crawled up its side and hovered for a moment before a black mass of bots pressed it into the wood.

“That’s remarkable,” Gwen said. “Where did they get the lumber? And the nails?”

“This is really advanced technology,” Tom said with a note of pride creeping into his voice. “The bots set up little production centers for whatever is needed in different parts of the house. So, the stonecutters found a source of stone somewhere, and quarried it into shape. The woodcutters found appropriate trees, chopped them down and dried them out. In a kiln, maybe? Then they sawmilled them into standard lumber and transported them here. They all work together, but in separate groups at the same time. Like you said, it’s like they’re ants, kind of. An army of electronic ants that work together to build things.”

“It’s got to be new, because I’ve never heard of this before. And how much did that cost? Never mind, you said you don’t know.”

“I don’t know. MicaBots have not been put on the market yet. But whatever they go for, it’s worth every credit. It’s very handy to have on a virgin world full of resources. You couldn’t do this as easily on an older planet. At least, not somewhere that’s settled. All the land and resources have been claimed on older planets.”

“You could use it there to tear down houses, maybe. Urban renewal projects.”

Tom raised an eyebrow.

“You know, that’s actually a good idea. I’m going to have to tell the team about that. I could also see this being used in times of war, if there’s another one. You could send a bunch of MicaBots to take down an enemy’s fortifications or something.”

“Wait. You have a team? Tell me about this team.”

He smiled, caught off guard.

“Tell me about the Fae. How many are there? Are they all women?”

“You can’t deflect all my questions like that.”

“But seriously. Do you all just go camping out in the wilderness or something?”

“It’s more than that. The Fae are unofficial law enforcement officers who keep track of things outside the settlements. People get lost. Sand dragons roam in places they aren’t supposed to. Sometimes outlaws make a run for it out here, and the Fae help bring them back.”

“So, they’re like guardians.”

“More like park rangers and game wardens, all rolled into one. For the whole planet. There are other ranger groups on the other two continents. Most are on Glagia. That one has the most people.”

She smiled, showing teeth.

“Now it’s your turn. Tell me all about your team.”

He smiled back.

“First, I want to explore my land. Let’s call the horses in, we can talk while we ride.”

Gwen grumbled about “deflections and distractions,” but she stood on her chair and whistled a low note, then a high one, similar to a boatswain’s call in ancient times.

Moments later the rumble of hooves rolled in as both horses raced for home.

She pulled out a brush from her saddlebags and quickly rubbed Bessie down, then repeated the procedure on Lucas. Tom helped her throw the blankets and saddles on, then tighten everything down with smart straps.

He mounted, and grimaced.

“You weren’t kidding about the ride yesterday.”

“Quit complaining. You’ll get used to it.”

After ordering Timmy to guard the construction site, they set out on horseback, heading north. Half a kilometer later, they abruptly entered the desert.

A thin line of brownish yellow on the horizon revealed the awesome size and bleak majesty of the Skoni Desert.
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The land gradually turned less green and more brown the further north they rode. At the half-kilometer mark through his property, Tom could tell where the desert truly started. A few more meters in, and all the grass disappeared, leaving nothing but light brown sand and dark brown rocks.

“What is that?” Gwen said, pointing to their right.

A hole big enough to drive a truck through slanted down into the ground, with high mounds of dirt piled on three sides. In front of the hole, a dark gray box about the size of a coffin stood off to the left. A small smokestack on one end puffed out foul clouds of fumes. Tiny slivers of metal marched out from a little door on the other end, seeming to float along the ground as they headed back toward the encampment.

Tom said, “Aha! I think we found the MicaBots’ mine. Or maybe it’s the quarry. Or both. Anyway, it looks like they’re extracting metal ore at the moment. That’s a miniature smelter they’ve set up. They’re using it to make nails for the house. See? It only takes one of them to carry a nail back.”

“You would get in trouble for air pollution on an inner planet with that smelter. You can tell your team that.”

He nodded, agreeing.

“Fortunately, planetary atmospheres are very robust. They can take multiple volcanic eruptions and forest fires and easily recycle the air. This little bit of smoke is literally like a drop in the ocean.”

They watched the steady march of nails for a while.

Gwen took a deep breath.

“So. You gonna tell me what this is all about, or what?”

He nodded, observing the landscape. The desert stretched north as far as the eye could see, all the way to the horizon. Already the morning sun shined bright through the yellow haze, warming the air. Before long, temperatures would become uncomfortably hot.

“I’m, uh . . . out here to do experiments. Ones that are kinda dangerous to perform back home, or anywhere else there’s civilization.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“How dangerous?”

“Well, not that dangerous. I mean, it won’t kill anybody if things go wrong. If, that is, I take the proper precautions. And if the experiments take place away from settlements. Can’t kill anybody if there are no people around.”

“You mean, like out here in the desert?”

He nodded.

“The Skoni is perfect in a lot of ways. There’s very little in the way of ecology to disrupt if something goes boom.”

“What kind of experiments are we talking about? And what kind of experiments might go boom?”

He looked into her dark blue eyes then, trying to judge how much he should reveal.

Tom scratched the back of his neck, thinking for a moment.

“Well, you’re going to find out soon enough anyway, if you stick around. I am going to try and harvest tiny chunks of Phaethon’s sun.”

He pointed at the bright spot in the haze rising higher in the morning sky.

Her eyes narrowed again, then grew wide.

“What? Are you crazy? What are you doing, porting in solar torpedoes or something? That’s how you destroy ships, and you want to bring them down here?”

He put up a hand and made downward gestures.

“I’m not pulling in anywhere near the size of a solar torpedo chunk. Not at first, anyway. I’m going to start off by pulling in a thimble size or smaller.”

“Thimble size?”

“Yeah. Smaller, actually. Maybe a thumbtack. A teeny-tiny chunk. It will be contained. But . . . if it gets out of hand, it might leave a small crater in the desert. Obviously, I don’t plan to be nearby if and when that happens. I’ll monitor things from a distance.”

She stared at him for a moment, then looked away.

“Okay. You are crazy. This proves it. Now, tell me about this team you said you had. The one supporting your harebrained idea.”

“It’s not crazy. Think about what we could do if we can harness parts of the sun. They could be an energy source. They could be used for all kinds of experiments. They could provide a cheap source of extreme heat that’s useful in a variety of circumstances.”

“They’ll just explode the second you port them down here. Solar matter is compressed by enormous gravity. That’s why they expand when a solar torpedo ports a chunk of them next to a spaceship. They blow up, taking everything out along with it. You’re just going to make a bunch of little bombs explode out here in the desert.”

He chuckled.

“I see somebody’s a skeptic.”

“Who’s on your team? Who is financing this . . . this foolishness?”

He took a deep breath and debated about revealing additional information. Her skepticism did not generate much confidence in him to encourage telling her more.

On the other hand . . .

In for a penny, in for a pound, he thought.

“My parents are footing the bill for most of it.”

“Your parents? Are they rich or something?”

“Yeah, you could say that. They outfitted me with everything. They paid my passage to Phaethon, and bought all this equipment. They set up the orbital transfer. Others on the team are part of a company they’re invested in. But I’m the one out here doing all the work. Dad thought it would be good to strike out on my own and make something of myself. But I do have a lot of support back home. So, that’s my team.”

They watched as a little door opened on the back of the mini-smelter again, and another stream of nails seemed to crawl away, carried off by tiny bots.

“I’m also field-testing a bunch of new equipment for our companies. I have to submit reports back home, detailing how everything works.”

“Oh, wow. Reports. Your life is so hard.”

He raised an eyebrow at her.

“You seem upset. I noticed that last night, too.”

“Upset? No, not at all. Some rich kid comes in and builds a house in a day. Real immigrants come out here and have to work for years to make it. They still haven’t made it. Look how many are stuck in tenements back in League City. You just set up shop and voila. ‘I have a house. I have money. I’m here to experiment.’”

He shifted in his saddle, uncomfortable now.

“The house isn’t finished yet,” he said softly.

“What was that?”

“Look, maybe it was a mistake to reveal so much to you. I’m not normally that open with people. I don’t like to talk about myself much.”

She glanced at him again, and her expression softened.

“No, I did ask. And I was pestering you. I’m sorry. I’m just jealous, that’s all. I made it out here on my own. My parents didn’t give me much of anything, just a hug goodbye, some money and a couple items to take with me. I’m trying to find myself on the galaxy’s newest colonized planet, and as soon as I got here, every single man is either trying to marry me or get me in bed.”

She glanced at him again, and he gave her a sympathetic look.

She continued.

“It’s like, people revert to their base nature out here. We’ve regressed to the 19th century or something, and all because it’s a fresh planet with little in the way of infrastructure. But technology doesn’t make you civilized. At least, that’s what I used to think. Now I’m not so sure. And then you come along . . . and you’re having a far easier time of it. You just show up and make yourself at home like it’s no big deal. You’ve got a robot to do things for you. You’ve got . . . little robots to build houses and stuff.”

“Well, hey. You’re welcome to stick around as long as you like. It’ll be a three-bedroom house when it’s finished. I picked out the floor plan myself, before I left. There’s plenty of room for you. Nobody going’s to try to harass you. I’ll be good. Promise.”

“Thanks.”

They watched the nails march away for a while longer, leaving a trail in the sand. Soon, other little bots brought a chunk of ore up out of the mineshaft the size of a pillow. A lid swung open on top of the mini-smelter. The tiny bots worked together and lifted the rock up and over the side. It fell in and the lid closed.

They heard a roar in the box, and a thick black cloud of noxious gas billowed out of the smokestack. A crowd of tiny black dots on the ground gathered around as they waited for more nails to be produced.

Tom and Gwen left the mini-smelter, wandering deeper into the desert to find the northern border of his homestead.

Soon, nothing but sand surrounded them. The wind blew here, lifting very fine particles up in the air, making the horizon hazy. Eventually, Tom knew, some of them would drift up high in the atmosphere, contributing to the near-permanent haze on this planet.

“This is it,” Gwen said.

She pulled Bessie to a stop, and held her map out, looking at the holo.

“Beyond this point, there are no more homesteading sites. They only made sections with green space available for settlement. You have one of the least desirable squares. Good choice, I guess, considering what you plan on doing.”

“If there’s nobody next to me out here, no neighbors, that’s all for the better.”

“There’s nobody out here. Except for sand dragons.”

As if hearing her, 30 meters away the ground shifted suddenly.

Something dark and brown rose up from the desert floor, obscured by billowing clouds of fine brown dust.

It roared.


19




The sand dragon stood at its full three-meter height on thick back legs, spreading out what looked like giant manta ray wings, blocking the hazy light.

Front legs reached up and out, with claws like black curved knives reaching for its prey.

Dark brown, its hide looked thick and tough. The creature’s head seemed like a cross between a Tyrannosaurus rex and an alligator.

A long mouth snarled open, filled with rows of white pointy teeth and a narrow pointy tongue. Yellow lizard eyes glared at the two intruders in its domain.

Without warning it darted for Tom, moving remarkably fast for such a large creature. Lucas reared up in fright on his hind legs, throwing the young man from the saddle.

Tom twisted and landed on his arm, rolling with the fall. Lucas turned and galloped away as the monster bore down on them.

Tom felt a dark shadow blocking the dim sunlight. Huge brown wings billowed up as the creature prepared to pounce.

Thoop! Thoop!

Gwen drew her sidearm and shot the thing point blank, pulling the reins tight as Bessie shuffled backward, trying to put more distance between them and the lizard.

Gwen tried to hold her still and shot again.

Tom saw the thick hide absorb the bolt. It must have hurt, because the lizard swung its head toward Gwen and snarled. But the gun didn’t seem to affect the giant beast very much.

It dropped back down on all fours with a solid thump, folding its wings in and seeming to shrink in size.

The lizard let out a low, guttural growl, and stalked toward the horse and rider. Death glared from its eyes.

Gwen shot twice more, striking its back with two more hits. But the thick brown hide over the beast’s “wings” proved even more resistant to energy bolts.

It kept growling, moving closer, legs crouched and ready to spring.

Bessie had enough. The horse pivoted and bolted away in terror.

Gwen turned and caught Tom’s eye, a look of horror and regret on her face.

He stood up and pulled out his own gun just as the creature turned back his way. Now Tom looked like much smaller prey without a horse, and the sand dragon wasted no time coming at him.

When the monster charged, Tom held his gun with both hands and aimed carefully. The sand dragon came at him in a straight line, not trying to dodge anything. Tom waited a second as it drew closer. He thumbed the switch over to full auto before pulling the trigger.

A flurry of bolts slammed into the lizard’s face, making it stumble and fall. Its front legs collapsed, head plowing into the ground. It left a furrow in the sand as its momentum suddenly stopped.

Tom ceased firing as Gwen regained control of her horse. She tried to guide Bessie back to him, but the animal was having none of it, refusing to move any closer to the giant lizard.

He kept the gun trained on the sand dragon’s neck, wondering if it was dead or not.

In answer to his unspoken question, the beast’s head pulled up out of the ground, rivulets of powdered soil sliding off.

Black marks scored its face, and one eye looked burned out. But the lizard let out a snort, puffing dust from its nostrils like some smoke-breathing legend of old.

The other eye shifted around wildly, looking dazed and confused.

It turned and stumbled away, heading back out into the desert. In minutes, it disappeared in the hazy brown distance, the mottled brown hide providing perfect camouflage.

Tom held his gun out a while longer, on high alert. But he heard nothing, saw nothing. The desert stretched out as before, growing featureless in the distance. Nothing moved other than the shifting sand.

After another moment of watching, he holstered his gun and walked back toward Bessie and Gwen. The mare still looked spooked, rolling her eyes, ears twitching in all directions as if trying to detect the sound of any more threats.

She pranced backward at Tom’s approach. Gwen made soothing noises and patted the side of Bessie’s neck, trying to calm the animal down.

“The heck was that thing? Even a full blast to the face didn’t kill it. I gave it everything I had.”

“That is a Skoni sand dragon,” Gwen said. “They suck. They’re another reason nobody goes near the desert. What’s really bad is when they get hungry and wander into the green spaces looking for food. No one will raise livestock within kilometers around here, because those things will just feast on them. But there’s not much that roams deep into the desert for them to eat, other than some rats and a few snakes, so they come out here every now and then looking for a meal.”

“Great. Just what I need. Blaster-proof monsters.”

“The Fae have a few heavy rifles that will take them down. That’s one of the things we . . . they patrol for. Now do you see why I’m telling you it’s crazy to stay out here and try to homestead this close to the desert?”

He gave her a lopsided smile.

“Hey, if those things help keep people away, all the better.”

She rolled her eyes and said, “Come on. Climb up here and we’ll go find Lucas. I don’t think he’s gone very far.”

Gwen took her foot out of the stirrup so he could use it, and extended her hand. Awkwardly, he climbed on, sitting bareback behind her saddle.

“Hold on tight. But no groping, or you can walk home.”

He chuckled, and placed his hands over her hips. Gently, she encouraged Bessie to turn back south, where green things grew.

The horse seemed very happy to head in the opposite direction of the desert and its scary monsters.

They rode in silence for a while until Tom broke it.

“I think I’ll call it ‘Big Ugly.’ Because it was big. And ugly.”

“You’d better hope you don’t see it again,” Gwen said. “I’ve heard sand dragons can hold grudges. They’re kind of intelligent. And they have long memories. It’s one of the things that makes them dangerous.”

“Great.”
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Tom and Gwen retrieved Lucas and headed for home. The house looked fully framed, and the little bots were busily tacking up interior walls. They dismounted and stopped to watch.

Huge rolls of paper moved out of the capsule seemingly by themselves, if one did not look too closely and see all the little machines manipulating things. The rolls seemed to spread themselves out on the floor of what was to become the living room. A steady stream of black dots added some sort of white cream mixture on top, patting it down flat and symmetrical.

“What’s with the paper?” Gwen said.

“That’s a time-saving measure. Technically, the bots could make their own paper, but this will be faster for interior drywalls. All they have to do is mix up plaster from local sources and paste it over the paper. That’s for the walls. I’ve also got windows for the house, an HVAC system, and the interior and exterior doors all packed away in the capsule, so they don’t have to make any of those things. They will have to fashion countertops, crown molding, and stuff like that. Wiring and pipes will take the longest to source or make, but I didn’t have unlimited space. I’ll make do with flashlights for now. And I can live without running water and AC for a while.”

Gwen watched, fascinated, as the tiny bots diligently worked. The paper rolls were spread out and held flat while the plaster was spread out on top. The resulting drywall boards were rectangular and large, and left to dry. The first ones already looked ready to go.

“What are they making the plaster out of?”

“Gypsum, mostly. There are some other additives mixed in. But they obviously found a good local source for gypsum. I doubt it was in that mine we saw, they probably dug another one. They’re very good at surveying a substrate for minerals and metals. Or, so I’ve been told.”

Two lines of bots stood on top of one another, lifting a panel vertically. Working in tandem with others on the floor, they moved it into position against bare studs. Others crawled up the panel with nails and quickly shoved them into place using force. The procedure repeated with the next panel.

Before their eyes, the interior walls quickly took shape.

“Wow. How will they cut pieces to fit? There’s got to be some odd spots somewhere along the wall.”

Tom shook his head and said, “I don’t think they’ll cut much. If a piece needs to be smaller, they’ll just make a smaller piece. The programming on these things is pretty awesome. LuteNet helped design the system.”

Gwen continued to watch the little mechanical ants work while Tom went into the capsule in search of food. He retrieved a container marked “Poshbird” for her, while grabbing one labeled “Pork Chops” for himself.

He brought them out to the folding table.

“Lunch is ready!”

The X99 stood in the same position he had left it, staring toward the stream with its tall, flat sensor face.

“Hi, Timmy. Anything happen while we were gone?”

“Negative.”

“Good. Listen, there’s some local fauna to be aware of. In particular, there’s something called a ‘sand dragon’ we encountered. It’s about the size of an elephant when it’s all spread out. Maybe a short horse when its folded up. You won’t see it in the sand easily if it’s not moving. The hide is the same colors as the desert. It’s very tough to kill. Shoot it in the face with a heavy rifle if it threatens us, okay? They’re a direct threat to humans and livestock.”

“Understood.”

Gwen walked up.

“You telling Timmy about the sand dragons?”

“Yeah. I think we’ll take him on our next trip out to the desert after lunch, just in case. Although, I kinda hate to leave this place unguarded.”

Gwen shrugged.

“I can stay here if you want. I’m a big girl, I can take care of myself. And your stuff.”

“Okay, that might work. Sure you don’t want to watch the experiments?”

“And see you go boom? No, I’m good. I stayed up late talking with Haley, anyway. I think an afternoon nap is in my future.”

“How can you guard the place while taking a nap?”

“I’m a light sleeper.”

He smiled but did not belabor the point.

After they ate, Tom dug through the armory onboard the capsule, which consisted of three crates packed with weapons. He pulled out a heavy rifle and handed it over to the battle bot, swapping out his standard one for it.

“Now, remember, Timmy. Don’t hesitate to blow the mean sand dragon’s head off if it rushes me.”

“Affirmative.”

“That’s a lot of weapons.”

Gwen poked her head inside the capsule and admired the open crates full of guns.

“Don’t get any ideas about running off and selling those, then starting a new life with Malcolm or anything.”

She laughed.

He kept a straight face and said, “And don’t think about running off with your girlfriends, either.”

She stopped laughing and looked him in the eyes to see if he was serious.

“Do you really think I’m that way?”

He smiled back at her.

“Nah. But, I don’t know you very well. Yet.”

“I’ll stick around,” she said, leaning back out the doorway and crossing her arms. “But meanwhile don’t go getting yourself killed or something.”

He smiled again, and went to the back of the capsule, on the opposite side of the bed and WC. Here, he pulled out a very heavy crate, dragging it to the door.

“Timmy, sling the gun and carry this thing for me.”

The bot followed orders, hanging the rifle over a shoulder by its strap. Then it reached into the doorway and effortlessly picked up the heavy crate with two hands.

They said their goodbyes after that. Gwen went back to watching the house construction. Tom retrieved Lucas and mounted. He squeezed his heels and urged the horse back north.

The bot followed, heavy metal footsteps clunking on the ground.

Lucas did not like the bot trailing them. He flattened his ears and snorted.

Tom sighed, and asked Timmy to follow from a distance. The bot obeyed and Lucas stopped acting so nervous.

They passed the mine, the mini-smelter still belching smoke. When they reached the point where grass started giving way to sand, Lucas balked. He only went forward after considerable encouragement by Tom.

At last they returned to the northernmost portion of Tom’s land. He dismounted and had to grab the reins as the horse tried to bolt again.

“Just hold on, Lucas. Nothing’s going to happen. And if Big Ugly shows up again, we have a battle bot with us this time.”

He secured the reins to a large rock and patted the horse’s neck for a while, speaking soft words of encouragement like Gwen had taught him. Eventually, Lucas settled down and seemed resigned to his fate.

Horse faces were not very expressive, but Tom sensed a look of sullenness on Lucas’s.

He sighed again and turned to the bot, standing motionless near the heavy crate.

“Alright, Timmy. Let’s bring it over here, away from Lucas, and set things up. It’s time to start harvesting star chunks.”
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Tom had Timmy lift a heavy contraption out of the crate, a thick metal black box the size of an armchair. He found a nice flat spot with a solid five square meters of smooth stone. Nothing surrounded the rock top but sand, and it made for a natural platform.

“This is the perfect place, Timmy. It’s like a big table or something. Set it down in the middle.”

The bot placed the unit in the center, then stepped back and out of the way.

Tom dug in his backpack and pulled out another coin-sized donut disk. He looked around the landscape for a good place to stash it. Finally, he walked back to the rock he had tethered Lucas to, a narrow thing standing about half a meter high, like an open air stalagmite.

He pushed on it, but it didn’t budge.

“Timmy, get over here.”

The bot approached, making Lucas nervous. He pranced back, tugging on his reins.

“Aw, heck. I guess this wasn’t a good idea.”

Tom comforted the horse again.

When Lucas calmed down, he said, “Push this stone up a bit so I can put something underneath it, Timmy.”

With one hand, the bot tilted the stone Lucas’s reins were tied to. The horse did not like it, but with Tom rubbing his neck and softly encouraging him, he tolerated it.

Tom smiled and bent down, tossing the little disk under the rock.

“You can set it back, now. Gently.”

Timmy pulled back his arm and the stone resumed its previous position.

“That should do it. Now let’s put a power pack in that thing and get it going.”

Tom returned to the backpack and pulled out a relatively large power cube, about the size of his head. He grunted with the weight, taking it over to the machine. Setting it down, he searched the sides of the large box until he found a door marked “Power.”

Opening it, he found a cavity the perfect size for the power pack. He grunted again, lifting, and slid it inside. Two cables snicked into place on top of the power pack, and the cube started humming. LEDs on top flickered to life.

“Alright! Now we’re cooking with gas, Timmy.”

He smiled at the bot.

“You know, I have no idea what that expression means. It’s something my Dad would say every now and then. I guess it’s something they used to do back in the day on Old Earth or something.”

Turning back to the big black cube, he checked the lights on top.

“Okay. Time to activate Lisa.”

Tom turned inward, focusing on his implant. He swiped through various documents in his memory space until he found the one he wanted.

“Oh, yeah. Here we go.”

He followed instructions, activating a mental switch through his implant, then opening another panel on the side of the cube and flicking three manual toggles to the “on” position.

Back at camp, inside the space capsule, another crate started humming as something electronic inside came to life.

Gwen, dozing on the bunk bed, never noticed.

One half astronomical unit away, four equally spaced modules, orbiting the sun and carrying advanced sensors, also came alive. The only indicators were green LEDs lighting up inside them. No ships in the area were aware of the modules, each about the size of a large yacht and crammed full of electronics. They were fully cloaked in stealth technology, and unlikely to be discovered anytime soon.

Invisible lines of communication linked the four modules in orbit with the smaller one in the capsule. More lines spread out, and the black box on the stone table linked up with this new network.

All the orbiting sensors checked in with one another, performing a series of tests. Then they checked back with the terrestrial units and performed more tests.

Finally, they all turned their electronic attention to Phaethon’s sun. The sensors began scanning the giant fiery orb.

Tom heard a voice in his inner ear over the implant, coming from the box back in the capsule.

“Hello, Thomas. Are we ready to harvest solar particles?”

“Hi, Lootie! Yes, we are.”

“As you are aware, I am not LuteNet. I am Lisa, ‘Lutian-initiated Solar Array.’ I am a self-contained portable Multi-faceted Comprehension Model artificial intelligence system. My capabilities are far less robust than LuteNet’s. I primarily exist for the purpose of harvesting solar matter in this system.”

“Yeah. I’m aware. Sorry, Lisa. It’s just that you have the same voice as LuteNet.”

Tom stood, making sure all the doors on the black box were shut. He smiled, looking up at the bright spot in the haze above, marking the sun’s place in the sky.

“Are we ready to harvest solar particles, Thomas?” Lisa asked again.

Tom drew a breath, about to respond, when the sound of snarling several meters out in the desert interrupted his thoughts.

He squinted through the grit in the air.

Four shapes surged up from the sand, sending powdery dust billowing up and obscuring everything.

When the clouds drifted away, four sand dragons stared at him with front claws bared, their angry yellow eyes glowing across the distance.

“Aw, man! Not yet, Lisa. Not yet.”

The sand dragons folded their wings in and dropped back down to all fours.

They charged at Tom, rushing as one.
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The X99 battle bot known as “Timmy” was technically obsolete. Three newer generations came after the X99, although their enhanced wartime capability was not truly needed these days.

After the “Gold War” as some historians were now calling it, the Republic maintained a healthy military budget, even if their Navy was never quite so large as it had been during those war years.

Even if the League remained a shell of its former self. Even if the current League leadership spent considerable effort at maintaining strong diplomatic relations with the Republic, offering copious assurances that war was not a remote option for resolving any potential disagreements between their governments in the future.

Even so . . . Republican military planners liked the X99 and its successors. Parliament quietly funded the Verberger Bots and Automatons Corporation with a healthy R&D budget, and the Republican Navy happily supplemented their Marine Corps with thousands of highly advanced battle bots.

The newest production model was the X102. It and its predecessors, as well as its successor which was not yet off the drawing board, were all designed on the original chassis of the X99. They were essentially upgrades of this model, fine-tuned and enhanced over time.

But, just as countries purchasing the F-51 Mustang fighter aircraft after World War II from the Americans discovered in the 1950s, 60s and 70s . . . older military equipment still proved useful.

The X99s were remained just as lethal as they were during the war.

Timmy unstrapped the heavy rifle off his shoulder, and in one smooth motion aimed at the head of the closest sand dragon.

A heavy bolt pulverized the creature’s skull, despite the thick shell-like skin. It stumbled and went down, plowing a furrow in the sand.

The X99 aimed for the second lizard and blew its head off, too. Then the third’s.

But by this time, the fourth one made a giant leap and reached out for the rock table with both sets of front claws, its mouth wide open and ready to tear into the human crouched there.

Tom had just enough time to jump backward. But the claws stretched out and nicked his shirt, slicing into his chest and splattering blood.

Tom landed on his back and slid off the rock. In that split second looking up, he realized the sand dragon attacking him only had one good eye and a blackened, scorched face.

“Big Ugly!”

The beast rose up on its powerful rear legs and raised its front claws again, spreading its “wings” wide . . . and Timmy no longer had a clear shot of its face.

So the bot shot into the creature’s side instead.

Three heavy bolts slammed into Big Ugly’s right wing. It roared in agony, taking its eye off Tom, looking for the source of pain.

Tom scrambled backward, trying to put space between himself and the sand dragon.

Big Ugly’s one good eye whipped back like a snake. The lizard jumped again, claws extended.

He landed on Tom’s chest and swiped down on his exposed neck.

Timmy switched to full auto and let loose on the lizard, firing nonstop as he ran forward, his aim unswerving.

ThuppaThuppaThuppa!

Blast after blast slammed into the lizard’s thick hide. It stumbled over, shielding itself with a wing. But the bot would not stop shooting.

In frustration, Big Ugly tried to roar.

It came out as a squawk.

The lizard turned and raced back out into the safety of the desert, limping and angry.

Timmy ran up to Tom, lying on his back spread-eagled. Blood soaked into the sand.

The bot reached down and ripped Tom’s shirt off in one quick swipe. He wrapped it around the neck wounds.

Gently, Timmy picked Tom up. The bot’s sensor face twisted, homing in on the encampment a kilometer away. Then it pivoted to Lucas. The horse stared back at the bot with wide eyes and snorted.

Timmy stood and carried Tom to the horse, which tried to shy away from him. He gently placed Tom over the saddle, then took out some smart straps from the saddlebags and lashed him into place.

Finally, Timmy untied the reins off the rock. Lucas immediately tried to bolt, but Timmy held the reins tight. Then he took off running for the camp.

The horse trotted behind him, unable to escape the bot’s grip. Timmy steadily picked up speed.

They galloped for home.
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Gwen woke up to the sound of pounding hoofbeats. She stuck her head out the entrance of the capsule as Timmy raced in leading Lucas. Then she noticed Tom strapped down over the saddle.

Then she saw the blood.

“Omigosh! Tom!”

She ran out, but before she could reach him Timmy unstrapped Tom and carried him into the capsule. The bot laid him down on the bed, then located a crate nearby with a large red cross on the lid.

Gwen rushed back to the door. She saw Tom breathing. Timmy moved about the narrow space, crowding the area, so she decided not to enter.

The battle bot returned to the bed with a handful of fast patches and a pneumatic syringe. Timmy ripped open the packages and placed dressings on all the wounds. Then he injected Tom with nanobots.

“What happened?”

The bot ignored her. She was not in Timmy’s programmed area of concern, nor would she be unless she attacked Tom or he told the bot to take orders from her. Since neither of those things had occurred, Timmy simply stepped around her and went to find Lucas to remove the saddle.

The horse bolted as he approached, but in a burst of speed the bot zipped ahead and grabbed the reins, pulling Lucas to a reluctant halt. Then Timmy removed the tack, quickly and efficiently.

Lucas snorted and wandered off while Timmy brought the saddle and other items back into camp.

Gwen ducked back inside the capsule. She stared down at Tom, concern in her eyes. Gently, she wiped off a fleck of blood from his face.

His eyes fluttered open.

“Hey.”

“Tom! What happened out there? Your robot won’t tell me anything.”

“Big Ugly and three of his friends found me.”

“Who? What?”

“Big Ugly, that sand dragon that attacked us. It came out there with three others. It was waiting for me, I think. Ambush . . . its friends are dead, but Big Ugly’s still out there.”

Gwen grimaced.

She said, “They’re like that. I mean, we don’t know a whole lot about them, but they show signs of higher intelligence than typical wildlife. They’re not sentient, but they’re like very smart dogs or something.”

“Sons of bitches.”

Tom laughed, then coughed in pain.

“Take it easy. The nanobots need time to work.”

“These are . . . these are high quality. Military grade. Should work . . . faster . . .”

He slipped back into sleep.

Gwen straightened, and decided to leave him be. She walked out of the capsule.

“HALT!”

She hurried toward the river. Timmy held his heavy rifle up, pointing it at Haley. The ranger held her hands up, frowning at the robot.

“No! Stop, Timmy. Haley is a friend.”

But the bot kept his gun on the red-haired woman.

“He’s not programmed to accept my commands, Haley. Come on, let’s get out of the campsite. Walk with me back to the river.”

The two turned and walked off. Timmy kept aiming his rifle at Haley as she risked a glance backward.

“Thanks for saving me from the tin man. How did that house get there? Did I miss it in the dark? I’m pretty sure it wasn’t there last night. Just the foundation . . . ?”

“Oh, the construction bots are super fast.”

“Really? But where’d he get the other material? Did he fit all the lumber into that cargo pod?”

Gwen stopped and looked back at the house, ignoring the battle bot still aiming his gun at Haley. By this time, the MicaBots had a stone façade half finished, covering the front of the home.

“Um, that’s all procured from existing resources, somehow. The stones for the outside are like the foundation stones. They’re quarried out in the desert, I think.”

“And the mortar?”

Gwen shrugged and said, “I don’t know how they’re making it. But yeah, it’s all sourced locally.”

The two women stared at the house a while longer.

As they watched, a thin-cut length of rock seemed to levitate itself up the outer wall and slide into place.

Haley gaped.

“The ant bots are doing that?”

“They’re maybe three times the size of an ant? A big ant. And they’re all coordinated so they multi-task really well. I’d bring you over to watch, but I’m pretty sure Timmy isn’t going to let you get any closer.”

“Seriously? Who names a killer robot ‘Timmy?’”

Gwen sighed and said, “He did. Apparently Timmy is a childhood friend.”

“Who buys their kid a battle bot? Who can afford one of those thing? They aren’t cheap.”

Gwen shrugged and waved at the house. They watched another stone move into place. From a distance, it looked like magic.

“The same people who can afford this, I guess. Anyway, some sand dragons attacked him a while ago. He’s in the capsule recovering.”

“Sand dragons? As in, plural?”

“Yes. One attacked us earlier. He shot it and scared it away. Apparently, it came back with some friends. He said Timmy killed three of them but this one mauled him.”

“So, are the corpses still out there? League City is paying a bounty on sand dragons. This could set the Fae up for months!”

Gwen hummed and said, “On the one hand, they’re rightfully his, and they’re on his land. On the other hand, now that you know about it, I can’t really stop you if you want to go get them. You’re going to have a hard time dragging the wagon across the river, though.”

Haley tapped her chin for a moment.

“We could float the corpses across the river, and then load them onto the wagon. How far away did you say they are?”

“We were at the other side of his place, so about one kilometer from here.”

“Okay. Do you think he’ll mind?”

Gwen shrugged and said, “It’s easier to ask forgiveness than permission.”
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Late in the afternoon, Tom woke up. His eyes fluttered, adjusting to the light, then he sat up in the bunk.

He placed a hand on his bare chest, then his neck, feeling faint ghost scratches. But when he looked down and peeled off the fast patches, he found no trace of the attack.

“Mil-spec quality. No scars, nothing. Worth every credit.”

Smiling, he crawled out of bed, then opened a suitcase and pulled out another shirt. He grabbed a meal marked “Ham, Cheese, and Pasta,” and headed out the door.

Ripping off the top, he looked around for Gwen and did not find her. But he could see the horses grazing nearby, so he figured she was close.

Glancing at the house, he saw the stone façade was complete. He heard a noise behind him, and moved out of the way as a box marked “Lights” marched out the capsule, carried by an army of small bots. It headed for the front door.

“Great. Maybe we can spend the night in there.”

Tom looked around for his battle bot. He walked a ways from the capsule and finally located Timmy on the other side of the house, holding the heavy rifle diagonally across his chest.

“What’s going on, big guy? Thanks for saving me. Again. How many times does that make, now?”

He slapped the bot’s shoulder and looked out into the field to see what Timmy stared at.

There, four horses struggled with the dead body of a sand dragon, dragging it across the grass. They were well outside Timmy’s area of concern, but his sensor face tracked them anyway.

“Looks like a bunch of cowgirls are stealing one of my dead lizards.”

Gwen stepped out the back door of the house.

“Oh, that’s the Fae, my old group. You were, uh, out of it, so I kinda gave them permission to take the sand dragons. I hope that’s okay! I mean, there’s a bounty on them from the courthouse, and they should get enough credits to feed everyone in the group for the rest of the year.”

His eyebrows furrowed in thought, but he did not immediately object. Gwen watched him closely, a hint of anxiety on her face.

He said, “How much is the bounty?”

“Five hundred credits each. So yeah, they’ll get 1,500 credits for those three. Even after dragging them out of the desert all this way.”

“What do they do with the bodies? The officials in League City, I mean.”

“Nothing. They don’t even come out here to retrieve them. The girls will show the pictures over the Ferguson’s comlink to the courthouse in League City, and officials there will wire the money into our account. Their account.”

He raised an eyebrow at her.

She blushed and said, “Sorry. I rode with the Fae for a long time. They are one of the few groups a young woman can be safe in while exploring this world. I still think of them as family.”

One of the horse and riders not pulling the dead lizard broke away from the others and rode up to them.

The X99 aimed his rifle.

“Put it down, Timmy. She’s not a threat unless she does something threatening.”

The bot pulled the gun back to his chest, holding it diagonally as Haley drew up on the horse.

“Hey! You all better?”

Tom nodded.

“Did Gwen tell you about the lizards? I hope you don’t mind if we take them.”

Tom felt something bump against his foot. He looked and saw a gold coin tapping his boot. Reaching down, he picked it up and stuck it in a pocket. The tiny ant-like bot that had been carrying it saluted him, then turned and headed back north toward the desert.

“No, that’s fine. Gwen told me how much they’re worth, and the bounty you’ll get for them.”

Haley shifted her eyes to Gwen’s for a second, then back to his.

“Yeah, they’re worth a lot. We really thank you for this. We’re all so grateful. It’ll basically feed us for the rest of the year. We can buy food in bulk from the farms around here. So, thanks again.”

Tom waved it off.

He said, “I do have one question, though. What are you going to do with the bodies?”

“Oh. Well, there’s a type of carrion. We call it a buzzard-roc. It’s a big black-feathered carcass eater. We’ll drop these off in a field near Little York . . . we’ll need to be near the public house to use the comlink with League City. Then we’ll just leave them out there and a bunch of buzzard-rocs will pick them clean.”

“I take it they won’t eat the hide? It’s extremely tough, I noticed.”

“No. Usually the hide just stays out there, and I don’t know . . . rots or something, eventually.”

“Will they be left somewhere I can retrieve the hides later, if I want to bring them back here?”

“Sure,” Haley said, frowning with confusion and curiosity. “We’ll leave them on public land. Nobody cares. But why would you want them?”

“I just want to study them. I’m new here. Just checking things out.”

“Well, sure. Give it a couple days for the meat to be picked off, and you can retrieve them. Gwen knows the spot we’ll use.”

Gwen nodded. All three watched as the horses splashed into the stream, still dragging the carcass. They climbed out on the other side and tugged it free from the water.

Waiting for them, more women on horseback surrounded a large flatbed wagon. Two carcasses were already strapped down. As they watched, all but two of the horses were disconnected from the third body. The women still riding urged their steeds up the wagon’s ramp.

The animals strained, pulling the dead lizard up the incline. The other girls pushed it from behind, on foot. Soon, smart straps bound the third one onto the wagon along with the first two.

“Well, I’d better be going.”

Haley glanced back at the house.

“Nice place. You two have fun homesteading together.”

Gwen blushed again, a much deeper shade of red this time.

“I’m just staying here to avoid homesteading with Mal Dalmont. There’s nothing going on.”

“Sure, sure.”

Haley’s laughter drifted back to them as she trotted away. At the crossing, she urged her horse into the water. It splashed over to the other side where she joined the others.

Gwen wiped away a stray hair from her face, and tried to control her blush. She sneaked a peek up at Tom, who watched the women as they hitched more horses to the wagon.

Six steeds strained and pulled before finally moving the heavily laden flatbed. Women who had loaned their horses to the team sat up on the trailer while the others surrounded it, riding beside and behind it.

Slowly, they trundled back toward the path that eventually led to Little York. Tom counted 23 horses and riders in all.

“Thanks for letting them have the carcasses,” Gwen said. “I figured you didn’t need them . . .”

“Yeah, I’m obviously rich, because I’ve got all this stuff.”

“I wasn’t going to say that. What did you pick up? Did the ants find a coin or something?”

He pulled it out of his pocket and handed the flat, featureless disk to her, smiling.

“That is one troy ounce of pure gold.”

“What?”

“Evidently the MicaBots hit a vein of gold somewhere. I guess the smelter has switched over to making these now that nails aren’t needed anymore. If I remember right, it’s supposed to continue making useful stuff until it’s shut down. I’d say this is pretty useful.”

“How much . . . how much is this worth?”

“Currently? About 50 credits. My old man insists that the official exchange rate is kept artificially low by both the League and the Republic. He says it should be more like 160 credits per ounce. Mom, on the other hand, says if they reset the rate that high, there’d be massive inflation. Chaos. General unrest. The whole purpose of staying on the gold standard is to avoid big spikes in inflation.”

He smiled at her.

“So goes family conversations in my house. Yeah, we’re a lot of fun.”

Gwen stared at the blank coin in her hand, feeling its heft.

“How many of these will it make? Your smelter?”

Tom shrugged.

“I dunno. Depends on how much ore is fed into it. I guess we’ll find out overnight. Anyway, yeah. Let them claim the bounty on those three sand dragons. But if I ever get my hands on Big Ugly, they can’t have that carcass.”

She looked at him, genuinely curious, the coin temporarily forgotten.

“Why not?”

“I’m going to mount that one on the wall in my new living room.”
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Tom and Gwen stepped in the front door and stood in a brand new house as haze-filtered light from a setting sun signaled an approaching dusk.

The front door faced south, toward the stream. They walked into a spacious living room, complete with scenic windows and a large fireplace made from the same dark gray stone sheathing the exterior.

Wood beams lined the ceiling high above, and a curving staircase spiraled up to the lofty second level behind the chimney. The floor consisted of smooth planks covering the stone foundation.

“Oh, wow. Those little bots did all this?”

“Yeah. It looks mostly finished, I guess.”

From the kitchen area, behind the living room, a single ant bot carried an old-fashioned metal key. The key seemed to glide along the floor until it bumped into Tom’s boot. He reached down and picked it up.

The little bot saluted, pivoted, and headed back to the kitchen.

“Thank you. I’m sure I’ll be upgrading the locks soon to something electronic.”

He glanced at Gwen and added, “This is the indication the house is finished. All but the plumbing and wiring. I’ll need to wait until I can get appropriate pipes for a well, or figure out how to transfer water from the river or something. Running water and electricity are the last things on the list.”

“Even so, this is amazing!” Gwen said, taking it all in. “Give me a tour!”

They walked toward the back of the house and found the kitchen, pantry, washroom, a downstairs bedroom, bathroom, and a dining nook.

“Can they make furniture?”

“Sure. But again, that’ll take time. We’ll just have Timmy move the folding table and chairs in here for now.”

Upstairs, they found two more bedrooms and a shared bathroom. Faucets and nozzles had been installed, but no pipes.

“Maybe you could hire a plumber from League City to come out here and finish things up. Maybe an electrician, too.”

“Yeah. I wonder how much they’d charge for a three-day sky train trip, lugging in all their tools and supplies. Heck, I paid 1200 credits for a one-way ticket. Get a plumber, an electrician, their helpers, ferry them here and back . . . Pretty soon, we’re talking serious money.”

She laughed as they circled back downstairs.

“Yeah, that’s going to be rough on you, I’m sure.”

“All we need is terrestrial teleportation.”

She laughed even harder.

He just smiled.

A gold coin seemed to crawl through the open front door. It headed straight for them, and Gwen stopped laughing.

Tom reached down and plucked the blank circlet from the little robot.

“Thank you.”

It seemed to wave at him with one of its “arms.” Then it turned and marched back out the door.

“You’re getting free money. I don’t think it’ll be a problem, no matter how much someone charges you to come out here.”

“It’s not really free. The MicaBot system is still experimental, and this is its first big field test. But it cost hundreds of thousands of credits to develop. It would take years of digging up gold to pay for itself.”

Gwen smiled at him, but the expression in her eyes indicated she did not think it would take that long.

They went back outside and had Timmy bring in the chairs and table. Then Tom had the bot move in most of the stuff stored in the capsule.

He said, “Which bedroom do you want?”

“I’ll take the bigger one, of course.”

“Of course. Timmy, put the bed from the capsule in there.”

“Maybe you could get a furniture store in League City to deliver out here. That shouldn’t be too expensive.”

“You are very willing to spend a lot of money, aren’t you?”

“It’s easy. Especially when it’s someone else’s money.”

When Timmy finished, it was time for supper. The sky grew dimmer and the air started to cool.

Gwen opened the pantry where Timmy stored the food trays. She picked out one marked “Ham, Pasta & Pineapple.” Tom chose one marked “Salisbury Steak, Squash Casserole & Peaches.” They sat down and ate while Timmy went back outside to keep an eye on things.

When they finished, Gwen said, “So, I take it you did not get to the sun harvest thing with the sand dragons attacking you.”

Tom frowned and said, “Yeah. I’m still a little sore about that.”

“You mean upset, or . . .?”

“Physically sore. Maybe it’s ghost pains, but I can still feel where Big Ugly slashed me.”

He rubbed his neck and the top of his collarbone with a grimace.

“Oof. I don’t envy you that. Want me to go back with you tomorrow? I can be an extra set of eyes if a wandering horde of sand dragons tries to jump you again.”

“If you want to. I’m glad we can joke about it. Those things have an amazing pain tolerance. The only way Timmy could take them down was by a shot to the head.”

“Told you. Sand dragons are no fun.”

Tom finished the contents of a plain white carton marked “UHT Milk.”

He set it down on the table and said, “You want to watch the sunset on the back porch?”

“Sure! That sounds like a real homesteady kind of thing to do.”

They made their way out the back door to a small but comfortable covered wooden deck.

“I’ll have to program in some lawn furniture. We need a couple of Adirondack chairs and another table out here.”

They both sat down on the porch, taking opposite sides of the door. To the north, a thin hazy yellow-brown line marked where the desert dominated the horizon.

To their left the sun set, a glowing orb obscured by dust particles in the upper atmosphere, sinking below the mountains. At this point in the day, the western sky displayed a variety of colors. Red and orange streaks punctuated the yellow, like water paint on a dusty canvas.

“It’s beautiful,” he said, watching the hazy glow slowly fade. The colors shifted the lower it set, growing darker, richer, fuller.

“So you like it here? Even with all the sand dragons?”

“I’ve got a couple ideas about how to deal with the sand dragons.”

“Oh? Do tell.”

“Ride out with me in the morning,” Tom said with a smile, “and you’ll see.”
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The next morning after breakfast, Tom walked outside to find Timmy standing guard facing the river.

In a pile at Timmy’s feet, he found several blank gold coins.

“Oh, nice. It must be a little vein of gold, though. If it was a big one, surely the smelter would be producing bricks or something.”

He counted seven total, then tried to remember the time yesterday when the last gold coin had been delivered.

He walked back in the house and found Gwen in the kitchen nook ripping the tops off packets of bacon and eggs.

She said, “Breakfast is served. Whatcha got there?”

“Money. The smelter is producing gold coins at the rate of about one every two hours.”

“So, 25 credits an hour. That’s pretty good for passive income.”

“Yeah. In ten thousand hours, it will have paid a quarter million credits, and still have a long way to go to break even. But hey, it’s passive income.”

“That’s a little over a year if they can produce it nonstop. But don’t worry. I bet your little worker bees run out of gold ore long before then.”

“Probably. I was just thinking it would be making gold bars if there was a lot of it.”

“How many troy ounces are in a gold bar?”

“Four hundred, in a standard-sized one.”

She gave him a funny look.

“How do you know that?”

He smiled and said, “I know all kinds of interesting facts. Stick with me and you’ll learn lots of useless trivia.”

After they ate, they went back outside and Gwen whistled the horses in. She brushed them down and saddled them up while Tom went to the capsule and found the MicaBot controller, one of the last things still stored there.

She found him waving his hand, going through plans for different structures on the holo floating above the unit.

“Are you going to make something else?”

“Yeah, I thought some stables would be nice. Maybe a corral like Cajun Cal has, with a barn. And also, a bridge over the water would be very useful. That way your friends could cross over with their wagon, if they needed to. And we wouldn’t have to get wet while going to town.”

He made his blueprint selections, and the mass of tiny black bots gathered outside the capsule scattered in different directions. Then he joined Gwen in mounting up.

As they rode off, Tom said, “Follow us, Timmy!”

The bot turned and trailed at a distance as they trotted to the other side of the homestead.

Gwen said, “You feel okay leaving the house unguarded? That’s a change.”

Tom nodded and said, “I think you were right. There’s nobody around, except maybe your girlfriends. I’ll chance it no one rides all the way out here, crosses the river, and noses around the place. Besides, we’ll be back for lunch.”

Soon they came to the smelter and watched as little rocks came up out of the mine and were dumped inside it by the bots.

Tom said, “You’re right about this, too. It must not be a very big vein. But there’s enough gold in there, when it’s melted down, to make some coins.”

“I like hearing you say that.”

“What? Talking about gold coins?”

“No, the part where you keep saying I was right.”

He smiled, but wisely kept his mouth shut as they rode away.

They crossed deeper into the desert and approached the stone table again. The big black cube remained in place, undisturbed.

“So what’s your plan for dealing with sand dragons?” Gwen said.

“Watch this. Hey, Timmy! Run around and scare off Big Ugly and any of his friends!”

The bot zipped around the horses, startling them, blurring out into the desert. A roar went up as three shapes burst out of the sand, wings spread wide. Timmy stopped and began shooting. They shrank back down, using their wings now as shields from the gun. All three retreated, racing off to the north.

“There we go,” Tom said, smiling.

Then he touched his implant and said, “Stay there for now, Timmy. Keep an eye out for Big Ugly and any of his friends.”

Gwen frowned at him.

“You have a comlink with Timmy?”

“Yeah, through Lisa.”

“That must be nice. Not all of us have a portable AI.”

Tom could not think of a good reply for that, so he kept silent as they approached the black box.

“Okay, so what is this thing?”

“This is an SCU. Solar containment unit.”

“The sun just what, pops right in there?”

“Right. A chunk of its core is ported inside.”

“And Lisa has the power to do that?”

“Lisa has four advanced sensors in orbit around the sun, and one back in the module at camp. I mean, home. And of course, there’s one in the SCU.”

“Wow. So you and your company just put those things up there in orbit around the sun, and you didn’t ask anybody’s permission?”

He gave her a lopsided grin.

“Who would we ask?”

“The provisional government, of course. You know, the people in the courthouse back in League City?”

“They don’t have any regulations in place. We checked. We could ask them, but how would something like that be drawn up? There’s no AI here. There’s no alignment with a standard system of government such as the Republic, the League, or even the Lutian Alliance.”

She looked at him.

He looked back at her, still smiling.

Gwen said, “I wish I could say I was surprised. But I’m not sure you can surprise me anymore.”

“Well okay, then. Let’s see if this works.”

He stepped up onto the flat rock and approached the black cube.

Lisa spoke through his implant.

“Are we ready to harvest solar particles, Thomas?”

Tom opened a panel cover on top of the box and flicked a few switches.

The unit began to hum.

“We are ready.”

“What size particle will we start with as our first?”

“Let’s go with a two-cubic-centimeter piece of this sun’s deepest core, Lisa.”

“Very well. I will teleport a two-cubic-centimeter portion of solar material from near the sun’s center to inside this SCU’s containment field. I highly recommend you evacuate the area for safety, especially since we will be starting with the maximum capacity for which this containment unit is designed.”

He looked at Gwen and said, “Lisa says we should back away for safety.”

She nodded and remained mounted on Bessie. Tom left the rock and took Lucas’s reins. They walked about 30 meters away.

“I recommend you go even farther, Thomas. I calculate a 65 percent chance of failure, and you are not outside the safety zone.”

“Sixty-five?”

“What’s that?”

“Lisa thinks there’s a really good possibility something could go wrong.”

“Oh. Well, okay. Let’s back away some more, then.”

Tom nodded and mounted Lucas this time. Together they rode out even farther from the cube.

“Is this far enough, Lisa?”

“Yes. You should be well out of the range of any potential mishap.”

“Good.”

They both turned their horses around to face the black box, now looking much smaller in the distance. Out in the dusty desert, they could not even see Timmy anymore.

“Whenever you’re ready, Lisa.”

“I am teleporting solar matter in three . . . two . . . one . . .”

A sudden flash of bright yellow light blinded them, followed by a huge BOOM!

They covered their faces with their arms as the force of the blast swept in, pelting them with dust. The horses whinnied and pranced, turning away from the onslaught.

Somewhere out in the desert, Big Ugly screamed in rage.

When the blast wave finally blew over, they both calmed the animals down, patting their necks. They turned back around, only to see a small mushroom cloud billowing up over where the rock table had been. In its place, a huge crater had formed.

Gwen guffawed at the sight.

“I’d say your containment unit failed.”


27




“Son! If your AI tells you there’s a 65 percent chance of failure . . . it’s probably going to fail!”

“Yeah, but I didn’t know that by ‘failure,’ she meant the entire thing would blow up.”

“What do you think solar chunks do? They’re highly compressed in the sun’s core. When you suddenly take them outside of the core’s gravity, they expand rapidly. Of course they’re going to blow up. Why didn’t you start with the minimum? Something like one gram would have been fine. Then you could work your way up until failure, and you’d have your baseline with a whole lot of experiments before losing the SCU. But no, you had to blow everything up first!”

“Oh, don’t be so hard on him, dear. You’ve never made a mistake?”

It was night time, and Lisa had managed to piggyback on the quantum communications server of an Alliance freighter in orbit, letting Tom call home. He sat on a crate in the module, speaking with life-size holos of his parents back on Lute.

Tom’s father looked irritated, but he made a visible effort to bite his tongue, as if realizing that berating his son would accomplish nothing.

His mother changed the subject.

“Have you made any progress with anything else, dear?”

“The MicaBots work great. They finished the house. Everything is set up except for running water and electricity. I’m not sure how I’ll get that, but I can live without it for now. They were smelting down a few gold coins overnight from a little vein they found in the mine. But today they were busy making a barn, stables and a corral for the horses. They’re taking a while longer making a bridge over the river nearby, but that’s because they decided to quarry out more blocks for both sides. I think they had some trouble getting the foundation stones over to the other side of the water. But, yeah. Things are going good.”

“How much gold did you get?” his father said, his irritation seemingly lost with the discussion of money.

“Did you say horses?” his mother said. “As in, more than one?”

“I’ve got a total of nine Troy ounces. And yes, uh, two horses.”

“Oh. So, do you have a roommate or something?”

Tom frowned.

“Yes, Mom. This woman was being bullied back in town, and she’s staying with me for a while until things settle down.”

Both holos of his parents stared at him for a long moment, saying nothing.

Finally, his mother said, “Is she on birth control?”

“Mom!”

“Well, I’m just saying. I’m too young to be a grandmother. And you’re too young to be a father.”

“You really should get married first, Son.”

“You guys! We are not . . . You know what? Never mind. Just send another SCU as soon as you can, okay? And the other stuff we talked about. I will do some more experiments, and I will be more careful this time. I’ll start at the minimum and work my way up. I promise.”

His father said, “Is he trying to get away from us or something? It sounds like he’s strongly hinting he wants to hang up.”

“Yes, dear. He’s avoiding us. Perhaps he wants to get back to somebody else.”

His mother turned back to him.

“We’d really like to hear more about your new girlfriend, dear. Maybe we could meet her?”

“I think this connection is going out. It must be bad or something.”

His father laughed.

“Ha! That’s a good one. It would have worked a couple hundred years ago, maybe. But not in the age of quantum communications.”

“No, really. I gotta go, bye. Lisa, cut connection.”

The holos winked out and Tom leaned back against the capsule’s wall, sighing. He ran a hand through his short hair.

“Hi!”

He jumped.

“Gwen! You scared me.”

“Sorry.”

She came in and sat on another crate opposite him. He settled back down, fighting the adrenaline in his system.

“Did you, ah, hear any of that?”

“What, that? Your conversation there? No, no.”

He leaned back against the wall again, sighing in relief.

“I am on birth control, though. Reversible ligation, just so you know. Not that I want to do anything before marriage.”

He cringed, covering his eyes while his face turned dark red.

“I am so sorry. They can be . . . annoying at times.”

She laughed.

“Don’t worry about it. Believe me, if my parents knew I was living out here on a homestead with some guy I just met, in the house he just built? Kilometers from anywhere? They would go ballistic. I’d say that yours handled it pretty well, all things considered.”

“I didn’t even say anything about you.”

“No, your mother figured it out with that two horses thing. Women are like that. Intuition.”

They sat together in silence a moment. In the distance, the steam gurgled. Night birds called. Somewhere in the trees, they heard a marked owl hooting.

“So, when’s your new SCU coming in?”

“I dunno. Whenever they get around to sending it. Hopefully it’ll come on a Machro-drive ship.”

“Expensive. Well, if you don’t have anything to do tomorrow, maybe we could head back into town. Hopefully we can avoid Malcolm. I’d like to check my mail at the pub, and we could see how those sand dragon corpses are decomposing, if you’d still like to try and salvage the hides.”

Tom brightened up.

“Okay. That’d be good. I was thinking about buying some seeds and planting a garden. You know, in case we get tired of eating boxed food.”

“You got more poshbird?”

“You’re sitting on a crate of it.”

“Then I won’t get tired of boxed food anytime soon. But sure, buying seeds is a good idea.”


28




On the way into town the next morning, they crossed over a new bridge. It spanned the little stream, wide and sturdy. Gwen stopped Bessie right in the middle, at the top of its arc, and admired the view.

“This is nice! We could buy a wagon in town and drive it back here. I don’t think Bessie and Lucas will mind being hitched together.”

Tom waved that off.

“I can build any wagon we want. Well, the MicaBots can.”

“Can they build a hovercar?” Gwen asked, suddenly very interested.

“Maybe? Given enough time and resources, and a proper set of blueprints, they should be able to make most things. Anything made of metal takes longer, of course. I’m not sure it’s really set up to shape large amounts of metal. You saw the smelter. It’s kinda small. Nails are one thing. Sheetmetal? Probably not, at the moment. They would need to make a bigger smelter and forge.”

“Hmm.”

They crossed over and headed in the general direction of the path leading back to town. Timmy followed a ways, his metal feet stomping across the bridge’s planks. Tom decided the bot should stay behind, since he did not know how long they would be in town. He asked Timmy to expand his patrol perimeter to the other side of the river now that they had an easy way to cross it.

As the pair rode away, the bot stopped and watched them go. Tom turned in the saddle and waved goodbye to him.

They passed by trees to their right as the path progressed, and found the sawmill at last. Here stood a rectangular hut the size of a truck. Next to it, a long building made of clay radiated warmth.

“That’s the kiln,” Tom said. “Dries out the wood faster. The sawmill will take a tree trunk and turn it into planks. Notice all the sawdust around it.”

A thick carpet of yellow-brown particles surrounded the hut, far more vibrant than the sands of the desert or the constant haze in the sky.

“How were they getting the boards across the river? I mean, the bridge is brand new, but . . . they built the house with lumber from this side of the water, right? You don’t have many trees on your place.”

“I’m not sure,” Tom said, pausing to think. “Maybe they floated the boards across.”

As they rode down the path, Tom occasionally tossed a disk to the ground. These were the kind with a hole in the middle. He put one down on the other side of the bridge, another at the sawmill, and continued dropping them at various intervals all the way back to the beginning of the road.

They picked up the pace as the path widened. It turned into a trail, then became a proper road. A few kilometers later, off in a field they saw a farmer riding a plow hitched to a horse. He waved at them, and they both waved back.

Gwen looked over her shoulder but Timmy had long since stopped following.

“Is he okay back there?”

Tom shrugged. Then he touched his implant.

“What’s your status, Timmy? Everything okay?”

He listened for a moment, and nodded.

“Timmy says everything’s fine. Nothing’s going on.”

“Okay.”

She smiled then, and added, “I’ll try not to worry about him.”

“Yeah, there’s nothing to worry about with Timmy.”

“It’s not him, it’s the reaction we’ll get when people find out about him. Nobody around here, and by ‘here’ I mean this entire planet, has a million-credit robot as a sidekick.”

Tom snorted.

“He didn’t cost a million credits.”

She raised her eyebrows, smiling, waiting for him to continue. When he glanced at her and saw the expression on her face, he sighed.

“He was a birthday gift when I turned three. I have no idea how much he cost. But I’m sure it wasn’t a million credits.”

“He was a birthday gift? And you were a child? Just how rich is your family?”

“I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s just ride.”

A couple hours later, they approached the first few houses outside Little York. Children ran out to greet them, laughing and running in the road, dogs barking among them. Tom noticed some adults, too, including one man who ran off, disappearing behind the buildings.

They arrived at Cajun Cal’s stables, and Cal came out to greet them with a smile.

“How’s Lucas been treatin’ ya?”

“Lucas is a good horse. I couldn’t have asked for a better one.”

Cal swelled up in pride at this. He opened the gate to the corral and led both horses in.

“I’ll rub ’em down and feed ’em. It’s one credit per day, per horse. I do prefer payment up front.”

Tom put a hand in his pocket and he could feel the heavy gold blanks. For a moment he thought about bargaining with Cal, but then decided against it. Fifty credits would buy a lot of boarding time, but who knew how long it would take them to use it all up?

Besides, he wasn’t sure he trusted Cal to keep perfect books. Even if the man were inherently honest about such things, he’d have to be scrupulous to make sure and deduct the proper amounts over time. And with no planetary AI to keep him honest . . .

Tom dug out a five-credit token and handed it over instead. Cal grinned and the token disappeared.

Saying goodbye to their steeds, Tom and Gwen headed for Ferguson’s Freehold. But as they neared the pub at the other end of town, an unwelcome sight greeted them. Four men walked around the far corner of the building, blocking the door.

“GWENDOLYNNNN!”

Malcolm Dalmont stood there waiting for her. Eager and panting, he practically undressed her with his eyes.

His three brothers, though, all focused on Tom.

Slowly, their hands moved to the guns strapped on their belts.
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After his last forays into “civilization” on this planet, Tom had wizened up. He too wore a pistol in a belt holster. Everyone did around here, it seemed.

However, eyeing Mal’s brothers, he doubted he could draw his weapon as fast as they could. It was not a skill he had practiced in his short time planetside.

Tense seconds stretched out, and Tom debated if hitting the ground would be a better move than trying to draw his gun first.

Mal stared at Gwen like he’d been in the desert for days and she was a cool glass of water.

Gwen glared back at him, arms crossed.

Townsfolk stopped to watch, a few looking out from the windows of the pub. Others stood in the street, seeking cover behind the corners of buildings or posts, but still watching.

More folks seemed to be out and about at this time of day, Tom thought.

“That’s enough, Mal!”

Everyone’s attentions shifted as Haley walked around a corner behind Gwen and Tom. She held two pistols, aimed from the waist at the Dalmont brothers.

“How many times does she have to tell you? She. Is. Not. Interested.”

“Hey look, it’s Big Sister.”

Her eyes shifted to one of Mal’s brothers.

“Shut up, Britt. You know she’s a Fae. And no one gets to mess with the Fae.”

“I heard she quit.”

This came from another brother, on Mal’s left.

“Once a Fae, always a Fae, Emmitt.”

Emmitt snorted in derision.

“Like you been around long enough to have any traditions. The whole planet hasn’t even been colonized for two years yet.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Haley said, shaking her head. “She is not going with you. I and the rest of the Fae Phalanx will back her up on that. Now, stand down!”

Mal finally took his eyes off Gwen and shifted to look at Haley.

“You forgot one thing.”

She lifted a skeptical eyebrow at him, her pistols remaining steady.

“We’ve got more guns’n you.”

Mal whipped out his sidearm in one smooth motion and fired, grazing Haley’s shoulder. She grunted in pain and opened up on full auto with both guns. Bolts pattered against the pub. One burst through a window, making everyone inside duck.

Tom pulled out his pistol. He was slower, but no one saw him. He ducked down below a water trough for horses, took careful aim, and squeezed off a shot at Britt, hitting him in the chest. The man screamed and went down, sending a flurry of bolts back. But they all flew over Tom’s head.

Gwen shot at Mal, going for his head. She had perfect aim, but her bolts kept fizzing out before they connected.

He gave her a hurt look, but refused to shoot back. She alone stood up straight, firing at him down the street, one bolt after another.

When it became apparent he had some kind of shield active, she shifted her aim and sent three shots at Emmitt. One exploded near a porch post in front of the pub, sending splinters into his face. He screamed and went down, covering his head.

He came right back up, though, trying to aim at her, half blind. His bolts sent her scrambling for cover.

“Don’t shoot Gwen!” Mal yelled.

Tom and Haley both fired at him now. Mal’s body seemed to flicker as an electronic shield protected him. Haley let loose on full auto again. Dozens of bolts hit Mal’s barrier. More scorched the walls of the pub behind him. The shield flickered again and again, approaching its limits.

“Awright, stop! Just hold your fire!”

Mal looked angry. He held both hands up, his gun pointing to the sky.

Two of his brothers lay on the ground, groaning. The third, the youngest, avoided getting shot by running away when the gunfire started. Nervously, he peeked around the corner of the pub.

“Get out here, Newt!”

Slowly, the youngest of the four brothers tiptoed back to his position at Mal’s left. He still held a gun, but pointed it down. He looked wild-eyed and scared, eyes darting from his brothers to the people across the street and back.

Both sides stared at each other, uneasy, as Britt and Emmitt stood up, bleeding.

“Let’s just talk about this!”

“There’s nothing to talk about, Mal. I’m not going anywhere with you. You and I are not homesteading together. We’re not getting married. Nothing. Nada. There is no ‘us’ here . . . or anywhere.”

Mal glanced toward Tom and his eyes narrowed, despite Tom still aiming his gun at Mal’s face.

“Is it because of him? Where have you have been the last couple days, Gwen?”

“Back off, Mal! Or you and your brothers will regret it!”

All four cowboys stared at Haley, who now had guns aimed at two different brothers, Britt and Emmitt.

“Neither one has a shield like you do, Mal. And I’m aiming for their heads.”

“You can’t make that shot,” Britt snorted, still holding his shoulder. Blood seeped out around his hand.

“Don’t test me, Britt.”

Tom sneaked a quick glance at Haley. Her hands looked rock steady.

“Well, well, well. It looks like we have us a standoff,” Mal said, forcing a calm tone into his voice.

“That’s right,” Haley said. “Walk away or I blow their faces off!”

No one said a word for several tense seconds. Newt looked anxiously at everyone, his head jerking back and forth as if watching a ballgame. He stood shorter than the others by a few centimeters, and looked considerably younger. Tom decided he had to be about 16.

The sound of something falling, with wind whistling around it, came from outside town. Tom, Gwen and Haley, facing the pub, watched a single sky train car drop down from the hazy sky.

Standard engines flared, slowing its descent before it could plummet into the ground.

Mal glanced over his shoulder and caught a glimpse of the car before it disappeared from his sight line behind the pub.

He swore under his breath and said, “Now what?”
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Tense silence filled the air a moment longer.

Haley shouted, “Ms. Ferguson? You got a scheduled shipment or something? A sky train’s coming down!”

Oma Ferguson walked out the pub’s front door, scowling at all the people pointing guns at one another, and especially at those pointing them toward the pub.

She looked no happier, Tom thought, than when he first met her.

Maybe she’s a perpetual grump, he thought. Although I’d be upset too if people were shooting at my pub, so that’s probably not a fair assessment.

“I ain’t ordered nothin’ for delivery. The Jet Stream ain’t scheduled to return for two and a half more weeks. The only other transportation anywhere near us would be the Sky Slip. I reckon whoever that is, or whatever it is, came over on the Slip.”

“Well, now. I guess we’ll all just have to wait and see who or what this might be,” Mal said with a nervous chuckle. “Come on, y’all. Put your guns down. Let’s be civil with one another.”

“So long as you don’t try anything!”

“Haley, we’ve known each other for a long time. You know all I want is for Gwen to come home with me. That’s it. I don’t hold no ill will against nobody here.” He locked eyes with Tom as he said that. “I just want Gwen.”

Haley gave him a skeptical look. Gwen glared at him in disgust. But they lowered their weapons as a man started walking into town from the landing field behind the pub.

The sky car levitated, drawing all eyes as it ascended back into the yellow haze.

An old man walked around the corner of the pub and stopped in the street with fists on his hips. He looked at everybody standing there, including the four men facing two women and one man, all their guns, the blast marks and the blood.

He wore a wide-brimmed dark brown hat and a light brown leather jacket over bluejeans. Two pistols slung holstered on either side of his belt, and a rifle stretched diagonally across his back.

A very large travel trunk accompanied him, floating behind on a hover platform. It stood as tall as he did, like a giant rectangular coffin following him.

Everyone focused on the old man. He drew every eye in the street. Several more people came running, to see what the sky train had delivered.

This guy has to be in his mid-60s, Tom decided.

So, not that old. But on a planet of young immigrants, he definitely stuck out as the oldest man around.

Oma Ferguson might match him in age. And Eddie.

“Who the heck are you?” Mal said, staring at the old guy along with everyone else. He said out loud the question on everybody’s mind.

In a loud, rich voice, the man spoke up. His words filled the street and echoed off the surrounding buildings.

He spoke as someone used to wielding authority.

“My name is Marshal Miller Metger! And I’m looking for one Malcolm Dalmont. Anybody who can tell me where he is will share in a 30,000 credit reward for his capture and return to Juventas.”

Haley grinned.

She pointed at Mal and said, “There’s your man, Marshal!”

Several other people on the street stepped out of hiding and pointed, too. Patrons in the pub opened a window and pointed at Mal.

Mal looked at the marshal with a wide-eyed, deer-in-the-spotlight look . . . and everything seemed to freeze for a second.

Metger stared at him.

Everybody pointed at him.

Newt, the youngest Dalmont, tried to look at everybody at once.

Then Mal bolted, racing down the street.

Metger drew his sidearm lightning fast and squeezed off a round at Mal’s back. But the shield still held and it flickered one more time as Mal rounded a corner and ran out of sight.

The marshal bit off a curse and raced after him.

“I need to help law enforcement,” Haley said. “You okay, Gwen?”

“Go.”

Haley nodded and holstered her weapons. She took off running after Metger.

Tom and Gwen were left staring at Mal’s brothers.

The older ones looked resentful. Newt, though, stopped bobbing his head back and forth, and focused on Gwen.

“He . . . he really do adore you, Gwendolyn. You should at least h-h-hear him out.”

Tom realized Newt had a stutter. Not a bad one, but tense situations like this probably made it worse.

Gwen said, “He’s a fugitive, Newt! You heard the marshal. What did he do to get that big of a bounty placed on his head?”

Newt glanced down at the ground, embarrassed.

“What did he do?” Gwen pressed. “Are you a fugitive, too? Are all of you fugitives?”

Newt would not meet her eyes. Instead, he turned and walked away.

She sighed and looked at the other two.

“Go get patched up before you bleed all over Meri’s porch.”

They did not look at her, either. Britt and Emmitt turned and walked into Ferguson’s Freehold. They seemed embarrassed to have been shot.

As the door opened, Tom heard Oma say, “Nanobot pneumatics are ten credits each. That stuff is precious out here. Line up over there.”

Then the door shut, blocking out the sounds from inside.

“Do you think Haley will need any help?” Tom said, holstering his gun.

He looked down the street in the direction Mal escaped.

“It probably wouldn’t hurt to check.”

But at that moment Metger came back, walking fast and frowning, looking down. Haley trailed right behind him.

“Lost him,” the old man said. “He has the home turf advantage. And I have no AI on this Godforsaken backwater to tell me where he is.”

“He won’t have gone far, Marshal,” Haley said. “He and his brothers own the largest ranch around here. If he goes anywhere, it’ll be out there.”

Gwen said, “Yeah, he’ll probably try to wait you out, knowing him.”

“He doesn’t know the Marshal Service, then,” Tom said with a chuckle.

When everybody looked at him, he said, “What? Marshal Metger here is famous. I mean, it’s amazing that you’re out here, sir. Well, I guess, if this is where your man goes, you’ve got to go after him, right? So maybe it’s not so surprising. Still, it’s great to finally meet you in person.”

Metger eyed Tom expressionlessly, the compliments rolling off his back like water.

“What’d you say your name was again?”

“Tom Savage. Glad to meet you, sir. I’m a big fan.”

He stuck his hand out. Metger slowly shook it in a crushing grip, giving Tom a piercing stare.

The marshal said, “Well, come on. I haven’t eaten, and chasing outlaws makes me work up an appetite. If you three are interested in a share of the reward on Dalmont, let’s go inside and talk more about this ranch of his. I’d like to meet his brothers, too.”

He turned and headed for the pub.

Tom smiled at the women and pointed at the marshal.

“He’s famous.”

Then he hurried to catch up.

Gwen and Haley exchanged a glance, and followed Tom into the pub.
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Britt Dalmont and his brother Emmitt left shortly after Oma Ferguson patched them up.

The marshal watched them go, and considered trying to follow. But he seemed reassured that everyone in town knew where the boys’ ranch was, so he did not try to stop them or follow.

Oma brought out food for everybody at the marshal’s request. He paid her with a token, saying something about his operating budget could be used with informants.

This statement made Gwen and Haley smile.

Gwen elbowed Tom and said, “We’re informants.”

But Tom ignored her. He was still smitten by the fact they sat with a “living legend,” as he called it.

The plates were covered with roasted red potatoes, topped by small chunks of pork in some kind of gravy. Metger glanced down at his dish with a mild look of trepidation.

Gwen and Haley, though, used the table’s saltshaker liberally, and dug in. Tom ate, too. Reluctantly, the lawman tried a bite. He raised his eyebrows and seemed to decide the food was at least edible.

Metger quizzed them during the meal. When he found out Tom just got here, he mostly ignored the young man. But both Gwen and Haley had come over on one of the first passenger ships bound for Phaethon.

“The idea was for there to be only one section per family,” Gwen explained. “But Mal and his brothers each claimed one next to each other. So, whereas Tom’s place is one square kilometer, the Dalmonts have four squares. Two klicks wide and two klicks long.”

Metger grunted and said, “Still legal.”

“Yes, but it goes against the spirit of the law, you know? Anyway, they’ve been browbeating the landowners to either side of them, trying to get them to sell. That would put them at eight, if they can swing it.”

“Anything illegal in their persuasion attempts? Extortion? Intimidation?”

Haley shrugged and picked up where Gwen left off.

“I’m sure they’re intimidating. Whether that would rise to the level of illegality . . . And we’re not aligned with a system yet, either. So, there really are no laws like that out here.”

Metger nodded, a grave expression on his face.

“New planets always bring in outlaws, scofflaws and anarchists,” he said. “And all for that primary reason. For a little while, at least, there’s nothing out here to codify much of anything. It’s disgraceful, if you ask me.”

The two women gave him blank looks, refusing to support his statement.

Tom’s face brightened with a smile.

“It’s also a great place for fugitives, right Marshal?”

Metger shifted his attention back to Tom for a moment.

“Yeah. Also for other people who want to get away and escape society for a while, for whatever reason. You can become somebody else out here if you want, away from all the AIs and red tape.”

He gave Tom a steady, piercing gaze. But Tom’s smile did not falter.

Several people approached their table as they finished eating. Word had spread, and it seemed everyone in town wanted a shot at the reward money for Mal.

Someone offered the marshal a paper map, complete with their name on it and contact information, showing how to get to the Dalmont place.

Others offered to lead the marshal out there, provided he procured a horse.

Another fellow wanted to know if the marshal would form a posse. If so, would any actions the posse took, like taking everything the Dalmonts owned, be considered legal?

When Metger realized the Dalmont place was a half hour ride from town, but far longer to walk, he decided to rent a horse from Cajun Cal. He chose one fellow who seemed to know what he was talking about to guide him to the stables on the other side of town.

He got up to leave, but Haley asked him one more question.

“Marshal, what did Mal do to get such a hefty reward put on him?”

The man’s eyes glinted, registering just a spark of emotion under his calm exterior.

“A number of things. Grand larceny. Sexual assault. And bigamy.”

“Bigamy?”

Metger nodded.

“He married a rich widow for her money, without divorcing two other wives, one in the League, the other on an unaligned space station out on the way to Clarion. Somehow there was a glitch in communications between StarCen and PLAIR. PLAIR allowed the marriage to go ahead in Juventas, and registered it despite the previous marriage. He raided the old woman’s accounts and left her. She’s the one putting up the reward money, to bring him back to stand trial.”

“That’s terrible!”

Both women looked appalled.

Metger nodded.

“I hope to stop him and bring him back before he does more harm. He can get ‘married’ again out here on the frontier, where no AI is set up. By the time this planet gets its act together, he could be settled in for years, looking to trap some other unsuspecting woman.”

Gwen and Haley shared a look.

“I’m glad your instincts were right,” Haley said.

“I never cared for that man. He’s a snake.”

Metger stood, nodding. He seemed please the women had an appropriate reaction toward someone who lived outside the law. He gathered his weapons and nodded to the fellow willing to lead him to the stables.

“I’m going to head out there tomorrow and stake out their place.”

“What if he never goes home?” Gwen said. “How will you catch him?”

Metger gave her a tight smile.

“Well, ma’am . . . the marshals always get their man.”
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Haley asked if Gwen and Tom would like to see what was left of the sand dragon carcasses, since Tom had expressed interest in them earlier.

They agreed and everybody went back to the stables to check out their horses. A short ride later, in a field outside town, they found what was left of Big Ugly’s friends.

“Thanks again for letting us take these, Tom. We were able to get holographic proof transmitted to League City. They deposited the funds into our account and now we’re set for months. The Fae have plenty of money for food and horses. We can even afford to take on new recruits. Or let some old ones rejoin us, if they want.”

Haley smiled pointedly at Gwen, who ignored the obvious hint.

Tom said, “I thought they’d smell more.”

“Scavengers stripped the bodies of flesh, so you’re only left with bones and the outer skin. It’s like a shell almost. Kind of reminds you of an armadillo, if you’ve ever seen one of those.”

“Yeah, but this is more flexible,” Tom said, dismounting from Lucas and examining the remains up close. “It’s like a hide. A very thick, very tough hide. They’re blaster-proof, at least for small arms fire.”

He marveled at the thick skins, running a hand along one. They felt smooth to the touch, and retained their mottled brown desert camouflage look.

Haley shrugged, not nearly as impressed.

Tom said, “I wonder if we could use this for anything. Are there any leatherworkers who have tried messing with this stuff? Has anybody run any experiments?”

“Not that I’m aware of. There’s Mr. Chan in town, who’s a leatherworker. He makes saddle tack and belts, and even some clothes. He repairs things for people when they break, like harnesses for farm equipment.”

At Tom’s insistence, the trio rode back into Little York to visit the craftsman. They hitched their horses near a shop on Main Street with a painted sign above it reading, “Chan’s Leatherworks.”

When Tom opened the door for the ladies to walk in, a bell strung around the handle jangled.

“I’ll be with you in a minute!” came a shout from the back.

Inside, the rich smell of leather assaulted their senses. New saddles hung from ropes tied to the shop’s rafters. Reins and straps were arranged on racks along one wall. Harnesses for plows and wagons lined another, the wood and leather expertly joined together in utilitarian poetry.

Near the counter, new belts of all sizes lined up on display, along with holsters and shiny silver buckles. Many of the buckles featured a star in motion, the unofficial symbol of Phaethon.

A man stepped out from the workshop door behind the counter and smiled politely at them. In his early 40s, he had brown skin, eyes and hair. He looked to be of Asian ancestry.

“Haley, Gwen. Good to see you both.”

He turned to Tom and said, “I don’t know you. Hi, I’m Ingo Chan. What can I do for you?”

Tom shook his hand and said, “Have you ever worked with a sand dragon’s pelt before?”

Chan instantly grew intrigued with the idea.

An hour later, Tom, Gwen and Haley dragged the carcasses into town with their horses, dropping them off behind Chan’s shop.

The craftsman, who explained to Tom that leatherworking was his passion, had quit his job as a municipal engineer for the city of Stockton on Clarion several months ago. He hitched a ride out to this new world to try and make a living from his hobby.

Unfortunately, he came too late to make it in the big city. Nine other leatherworkers had already set up shop in the capital by the time he arrived. So, he rode out on the Jet Stream until he found a settlement without one. Little York was the sky train’s last stop, the farthest one from League City at the time. And here is where Chan disembarked.

Since then, two more settlements had sprung up further away, but so far they were much smaller. And most recently, the first settlement on the continent of Iliou had been established. But Chan thrived in Little York, with brisk business and a loyal clientele. He had no plans on leaving for potentially greener pastures.

“So that’s how I got here,” he concluded the story with a twinkle in his eye. “It’s been almost six months. Little York needed someone who knows their way around leather, and I’m the man for it. It saves shipments to League City for repairs, and I can make new things from almost any dead animal. I have the latest equipment that I brought with me when striking out on my own, including a full suite of laser cutters and holographic measuring devices, all imported from Italia. Now, let’s take a look at those lizards.”

He walked outside and hummed for a while, inspecting the hides.

“They’re a lot bigger than I thought they’d be. What were you planning on making with them?”

“How about something that covers the horses? Do you have enough for that?”

“For two? For sure. Almost certainly three, by the looks of those wings. Why do want to cover them in lizard hide?”

“Well, for one thing, they’re blaster proof.”

Chan stopped and looked at him. Tom thought he could see the wheels turning in his head.

“Oh, really?”

“Yeah. So, if you covered the horses, they’d be like in armor, you know? We could ride them into a gun battle, and they’d stand a better chance of making it out alive.”

“Okay. I can see that. If you use the wings for that, you should still have plenty of material left over, even after covering three horses. What else would you like to make out of the material?”

“Jackets.” Tom glanced at Gwen. “At least two. Maybe three if there’s enough. I don’t suppose pants would be too much to ask?”

“Maybe, maybe not. Let me get your measurements. I already have Gwen’s and Haley’s. But you’re new in town, so . . .”

He made Tom stand up straight and hold his arms out to the side while he scanned him with a small pocket instrument. A thin red line projected out, running up and down his body, head to toe, twice. Then he repeated the procedure on Tom’s backside.

Chan looked at the readout and made some calculations. Then he went over and scanned the horses. Lucas whickered softly, but Chan and his device seemed a lot less scary than Timmy.

Next, Chan scanned all three hides. Then he walked back to the others, making more calculations.

“Okay. Yes, we have enough here for everything you want. I will get right on this.”

“How long do you think it will take?”

“With my laser cutters? Assuming the hides aren’t too difficult to work with, since they’re tough and blaster-proof and all . . . Everything should be ready by tomorrow sometime.”

“Wow. That’s fast.”

Chan shrugged and smiled.

“Like I said, I have the latest leatherworking equipment from Italia. I cashed in my retirement to pay for it all.”

“Okay. How much do you want, to process all three sand dragons and make everything?”

Chan paused to rub his chin thoughtfully.

“I think 50 credits per hide is reasonable.”

Tom’s eyes lit up. He reached in his pocket and pulled out three gold coins.

“Will these do?”

He handed one to Chan who peered at it closely, holding it up to the light.

“What is this?”

“Pure gold. That’s one troy ounce, 24 karat.”

“We use the metric system out here.”

“Troy ounces are different. Everybody uses troy ounces when dealing with gold.”

Chan frowned, looking unconvinced.

“How do I know this is really gold?”

“Uh . . . it’s gold. I’m sure there’s something somebody can use to test it. One troy ounce is worth 50 credits. I’ll give you three of those for working the hides.”

Chan played with the blank coin some more, rubbing it with his fingers and bringing it close to his eyes, squinting. He handed it back to Tom.

“Look, that’s all well and good. But I’d prefer you pay me in standard credit tokens, please.”

“But . . . this is worth 50 credits.”

“To who? I’d have to trade this with somebody for real money. Maybe there are people back in League City who would take it. But who would accept it out here? Oma Ferguson sure isn’t going to take this. And she’s got the biggest business in town. It’s just a yellow circle.”

Frustrated, Tom put the gold coins back in his pocket. He reached in another and pulled out two hundred-credit tokens.

“You got any change?”

Chan’s eyes lit up and he nodded.

“Come back inside. I’ll fill out a work order that will serve as your receipt.”
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By this time it started to get late, and Tom broached the idea of heading home as they rode away from Chan’s Leatherworks.

“It’ll be dark by the time we get there,” Gwen said. “Maybe we should eat at the Freehold, first. I know rooms are expensive, but it might even be worth it to stay overnight.”

Haley said, “Why don’t you both come back to the Fae’s camp with me? We’ve got plenty of food, thanks to Tom letting us have those bounties. You can spend the night there, too. We’ll pitch an extra tent for you two.”

Both Tom and Gwen blushed and spoke at the same time.

“No.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

They glanced at each other, even more embarrassed they had both denied the offer simultaneously.

Haley grinned ear-to-ear, tickled to see their reactions.

“Or we can pitch two separate tents. You two look like teenagers.”

“I am a teenager, still,” Gwen grumbled.

“There’s not a lot of privacy in the tents, anyway,” Haley said, still smiling. “We all have enhanced hearing.”

She pointed a finger at her ears, drawing an even deeper blush out of Gwen.

Tom said, “Why don’t you have pointy ears? I thought you used to be with them.”

“I had the operation reversed. It looks odd when you’re not with the group. Plus, enhanced hearing is annoying. I kept the enhanced sight, though. It helps with shooting.”

“Come on. We’ll be nice, I promise. And it’ll save you six hours of riding.”

“We could get rooms at the pub,” Gwen said. But her tone revealed a weakening resolve.

“You don’t want to do that. That old biddy would gouge you. And we’re more fun than a bunch of drunks at the pub any day. Come on. Please? Everybody would love to catch up with you, Gwen. We miss you.”

Gwen glanced at Tom.

“What do you want to do?”

“I suppose it couldn’t hurt. Besides, it’s just for one night, right?”

“That’s the spirit!”

Haley urged her horse into a trot before they could change their minds. Bessie and Lucas sped up as well, intent on staying together in a display of equine unanimity.

She led them out of town a ways before turning off the road and into a field with trees at the other end.

“This is a park. Or it will be someday when Little York gets bigger. It’s public land, not claimed by anyone. We’re back in the woods a ways, off the road.”

They entered the forest, high branches blocking out the ambient light of the setting sun. Visibility lowered quite a bit under the trees.

Haley whistled, loud and sharp. An answering whistle came from high in a tree. Looking up, Tom saw a woman dressed in brown and green camo, blending in perfectly with the foliage. She grinned down at him when she saw him looking.

“Is that a boy? Are you bringing a male into our camp, O Fearless Leader?”

“It’s Tom Savage, Gwen’s beau. Don’t molest him, he’s spoken for.”

“Gwen’s back? Gwen!”

Gwen waved and smiled up at the girl.

“Hi, Kenzie!”

“Hey, everybody! Gwen’s back! With a man!”

They rode into a clearing and dismounted. A couple of younger girls came out and took the horses away, smiling shyly at Tom. Then, nearly 20 women of all ages gathered around them, pouring out of the trees and nearby tents.

All eyes were on Gwen and Tom.

Gwen hugged several, and made introductions.

“Tom, this is Eva-Marie. We call her Em. She’s a crack shot, she’s our best. This is Morrie. Say hi, Morrie. Yes, Morrie, this is the one who donated the sand dragons . . .”

Tom met so many women, all at once, shaking hands, smiling, saying hello. He had no hope for keeping track of all their names.

He did subtly take a snapshot of each face, though, and stored it in his implants’ memory, along with a recording of everything said. He hoped to go back later and link names to faces that way.

They indeed all had pointed ears just like Haley. It seemed a requirement for membership. Only the youngest girls kept their natural ear shapes. He suspected they were not yet fully initiated.

When everybody had a chance to greet the newcomers, Haley lifted a fist up and conversation died down. Everyone in the clearing gave her their attention.

“We want to welcome back Gwen and thank her new boyfriend Tom, who has been our most recent patron with the sand dragon bounties. Welcome, both of you, to the Fae Phalanx. They are to be treated as guests, with all the hospitality of home. We’ll need two extra tents set up for tonight.”

A couple of eyebrows rose and more than one young lady tried to furtively glance Tom’s way.

“But, remember, girls. He’s off limits. Gwen has called dibs.”

At this, everyone let out a loud, “Awww!” followed by laughter.

Tom felt the tips of his ears growing warm.

Glancing over, he saw Gwen looked even more embarrassed.

Haley lifted her voice over the laughter.

“For right now . . . let’s eat!”

The dining area consisted of three long picnic tables set up under the trees with lights strung overhead. Tom watched as the women in charge of cooking set up a huge iron pot of stew on a fourth table, with baskets of bread and vegetable dishes filled with what looked like carrots and sweet potato variants.

As guests, he and Gwen were allowed to go through the line first, grabbing plates and a fork before heading to one of the tables.

Everybody, it seemed, wanted to talk with Gwen and find out what she’d been doing lately. They were also very interested in Tom. Many had not seen a male up close and in person for several months, it seemed.

Within minutes they all knew he was a new arrival to Phaethon. Most assumed he was from Petra Roe, since he mentioned that planet as his departure point. He carefully steered away conversation about himself, always asking about the person he spoke with at the first opportunity.

“How long have you been here?”

“What led you to join the Fae?”

“Does the operation to enhance your hearing hurt?”

“Why does it leave your ears pointed? Does that do anything aurally, or is it just for aesthetics or something?”

All of these questions easily shifted the conversation away from him and back to the women. He found the pointed ear look was indeed primarily for aesthetics. It served as a marker for those who had the bionics installed.

When the eating ended, and the youngest girls cleared everyone’s plates away, Haley stood up again and conversation died down as before.

“We’re going to have a leadership meeting in my tent. There’s been some new developments with the Dalmont brothers. Gwen and Tom, I’d like you to be in the meeting, too.”


34




Later that night, in the field outside Ferguson’s Freehold, four sky train cars landed after a long vertical descent, performing a rare nighttime disembarkation.

A young rider slowly picking his way across a distant pasture saw the lights coming down and clicked his tongue, urging his horse to speed up for a closer look.

Hervé Alvarado stopped on the edge of town with a perfect view of the landing field, wondering who would be coming in this late at night. Like all the residents of Little York, he knew the sky train schedule. And nothing was expected right now.

At 13, Hervé spent most evenings hunting marked owls, a local night bird highly prized in League City. The Alvarado family shipped back the birds Hervé shot in cryogenic containers, where their wholesaler put the specimens up for auction. The feathers were imported to other planets for healthy profits. On occasion, a taxidermist might make a tableaux for a wealthy investor looking for something different, with a rabbit or some other animal and the owl swooping down on it.

Marked owls were large predators, often surpassing a meter in height with three-meter wingspans. They earned their name not for any colorings or feather patterns, but for their ability to apparently mark their prey. Once they picked out a meal, it did not seem to matter where that animal fled, or what actions it took. Eventually, the marked owl would swoop down and kill it, even hours later.

Unfortunately, marked owls favored pets and livestock, which were easy prey. Cats and dogs did not live long near Little York, especially if allowed outside at night. Calves and foals were popular targets, too.

Marked owls looked at anything the same size or smaller than themselves as potential meals. Even children, which meant the days of their large populations near human settlements on Phaethon were numbered.

Everyone knew the time would come when an organized planetary government performed biological surveys to figure out how many marked owls and sand dragons were still out there, and lay down restrictions so both species would not be hunted to extinction.

But right now, they were fair game. And Hervé was a prolific hunter. Tonight, he had two dead owls strapped to the back of his horse. He carried a railgun rifle that used electromagnetic force to sling bullets quietly and without a bright flash. That, combined with nocturnal optics and a lot of patience while guarding fields of cattle at night, supplemented the Alvarado’s household income considerably.

Hervé held his breath, watching the train cars, wondering who could be making an unscheduled stop in Little York at night.

The doors opened on all four cars simultaneously, and mounted riders made a short jump down to the ground. The horsemen milled in the pasture, controlling their animals and speaking soothing words in the dark.

A figure detached from the surrounding shadows closer to town, and rode into the light surrounding the sky train cars. All the riders focused on Britt Dalmont as he urged his nervous steed closer.

The boy watched from 100 meters away, breath caught his throat. Britt and the leader of the riders spoke softly, but a few words drifted through the night. He saw Britt hand over a moneybag, apparently filled with tokens.

“. . . the rest afterwards, Mr. Ever.”

“How bad you think it’s gonna be?”

“. . . just one marshal.”

“That’s enough. That’s more than enough . . .”

“. . . why we sent for you and your men.”

“Alright. You made the right call. But we’ll collect the second half regardless . . . Lead the way.”

Britt pivoted his horse back in the direction he came and headed out toward the Dalmont place. The other cowboys fell in line behind him, riding two abreast. They stayed to the shadows and did not go into town, heading across open pasture before taking the road west.

The boy watched them go, holding his breath until the last pair of horsemen disappeared in the night. Then he clicked twice, urging his mount to a trot.

Moments later, he burst into the pub. At this late hour, only a handful of patrons remained out front. A couple of men had fallen asleep at their tables. Three sat at the bar, still drinking.

“The Dalmont boys brought in help!”

Oma Ferguson walked out of the kitchen, scowling, followed by her husband Eddie. Equipment lights in the kitchen were off, and everything looked cleaned and stored away for the night.

“What do you mean, they brought in help? How did anyone get out here?”

“Four sky train cars, Ms. Ferguson! They was filled with horses! There must be 50, 60 men. Everyone had guns. Ol’ Britt Dalmont met them and talked to James Ever himself! He done led them to the ranch. I seen ’em ride out that way, followin’ him in the dark!”

Oma and Eddie glanced at one another. Those not asleep, or only lightly inebriated, gave the boy their full attention.

Eddie said, “Must have been Captain Mathers with Cloud Nine. He’ll ferry anyone anywhere for the right price. That’s the only sky train remotely close to us right now.”

A man at the bar said, “Who do y’think it was that the Dalmonts brought in? Was that really James Ever, you think?”

One of his drinking buddies said, “Has to be the Ever Riders. That’s the only big hired gun outfit anywhere close. Last I heard, they was scoping out the continent of Iliou and roughin’ up new settlements out there, extortin’ folks for ‘protection money.’ They don’t have any law enforcement out that way yet.”

The third one at the bar chimed in and said, “We don’t have no law enforcement out here, neither.”

“We gots the marshal. We gots the Fae.”

“How the heck is the marshal gonna take on 60 Ever Riders? Even the Fae are outnumbered with that many, three-to-one.”

Oma interjected at this point.

“I ain’t wakin’ up a guest for something he can’t do nothin’ about. Speakin’ of sleep, it’s closin’ time. Y’all get out.”

Reluctantly, the barflies knocked back the last of their drinks and made their way to the exit. Eddie walked over and shook the sleepers awake, then half led, half carried them to the door. Neither had paid for a room, and the Fergusons showed no mercy.

Hervé made to leave, too.

“Come back in the morning for breakfast, and tell the marshal what you saw,” Eddie said to the boy. “Maybe you’ll get a share of that reward money.”

The boy’s eyes lit up in excitement as he walked out, hurrying to head home with the news.
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In the morning Metger got up before anyone else, walking in from the connecting rooms to the pub. He waited impatiently for his coffee, then asked about breakfast options. Eddie said he was cooking one meal for breakfast: marked owl eggs and toast. Reluctantly, Metger ordered a plate.

Several minutes later, his eyebrows rose in surprised delight as he wiped his lips. The eggs had a far more distinctive and vibrant taste than chicken or poshbird, or even quail.

He leaned back and enjoyed his second cup of coffee when Oma came out from the couple’s rooms on the other side of the common area.

“That boy come by to tell you about the men headin’ out to the Dalmont place?”

Metger looked up with a quizzical expression on his face. The door opened and a regular came in.

“Hi Eddie. Owl eggs today? Yum! I’ll take a plate. Hey, Marshal! You heard the Ever Riders are out at the Dalmont spread to protect ol’ Mal Dalmont from you?”

“Apparently,” he said, looking at Oma, “everybody in town has heard of it, save for myself.”

“You was asleep. Weren’t nothin’ you could do about it anyways. Sixty men on horses in the dark is nothing a lawman can handle by himself. Even a marshal.”

He decided not to argue with her on this point as more people streamed in for coffee, breakfast, and the latest news.

While he sat there, Oma came over and handed him an old fashioned sheet of paper. He frowned at it.

“This a communiqué from League City, Marshal. It has your name on it. Came in on our municipal transceiver. I take the mail for everybody hereabouts.”

“How quaint.”

He read through the letter. More people came in, and conversation centered on the Dalmont brothers.

On his third cup of coffee, Hervé ran through the door.

“Marshal! Marshal!”

He said, “I know. The Ever Riders came in on a sky train overnight. There’s about 60 of them, and they’re holed up at the Dalmont place to keep me from retrieving Malcolm Dalmont. You were the one who saw them come in?”

“Yes, sir. I came right away, but Ms. Ferguson said you were already asleep.”

The boy looked so crestfallen that the marshal already knew everything, the old man decided to throw him a bone.

“I will remember that when I write up my report, and take your information in consideration for the final dispensation of the reward money. Thank you for your efforts, young man.”

Hervé brightened up right away with these kind words. He ran back out, not realizing that he had never shared his name with the marshal.

Meanwhile, more and more townsfolk surged into the Freehold, most of them anticipating an eventful morning.

It grew so crowded that Oma started getting upset. Eddie was swamped with breakfast orders, and fast running out of owl eggs. Already, a third pot of coffee was on, the first two having been drained. Noise inside the pub grew so loud, no one could hear themselves think.

Metger decided he had enough. He stood up to go outside. But as soon as he headed for the door, the crowd surged with him. They spilled out onto the street in front of the pub, swamping the porch and everywhere else.

People pressed in all around him, everyone talking at once.

The marshal held his hand up and said in a loud voice, “May I have your attention, please!”

The crowd noise died down as he attracted all eyes. A tall man with a pageboy haircut, albeit all the hair was gray, he cut an authoritative figure.

“I am Marshal Miller Metger. And I am going to bring in Malcolm Dalmont, no matter how many hired hands he has. For anyone who would like to assist me in this endeavor, I have just received word this morning that the reward on Dalmont’s head has been increased to 50,000 credits. That’s dead or alive, although alive is preferred so he can stand trial and answer for his crimes.”

He paused a moment to let that bigger number sink in. It totaled about four years of salary for most people back home.

Metger looked around the crowd expectantly, but nobody stepped forward to take him up on the offer.

After a moment of silence, he said, “I’m not afraid of a few dozen hired guns. I just need a little help.”

Eddie cleared his throat, standing nearby. He stood on the porch with several of the regulars, wiping his hands on an apron.

“Begging your pardon, Marshal, but the Ever Riders are not just hired guns. They’re big time mercs with a nasty reputation. They’ve taken over entire towns before, when somebody gets on their bad side. Ain’t nobody’s stopped them so far. I just hate they’re on Anatolia. There’s never been nothin’ worth their while out here before now. The Dalmonts must be payin’ them a lot.”

A murmur of assent rippled through the crowd. It became clear to Metger that everyone’s hesitancy centered on this mercenary group’s reputation.

In a loud voice, he said, “I don’t care how big they are. I don’t care how bad they are. If they stand in the way between the Marshal’s Service and Dalmont, they’ll be dealt with as necessary. But, I do need some help, especially to get close. Now, who’s with me?”

Again, silence greeted him.

But this time, it was broken up by the sound of hoofbeats drawing near.

Tom, Gwen and Haley rounded a corner on horseback.

Tom raised his hand and said, “We’re with you, Marshal!”

Gwen nodded, enthusiastically.

Haley smiled and said, “The Fae Phalanx stands ready to assist inter-system law enforcement! We have twenty armed riders waiting right outside town.”

“Alrighty,” the marshal said.

For the first time this morning, he smiled.

“That should be plenty.”

“Them’s still three-to-one odds, Marshal,” Eddie said. “And don’t forget to count the brothers.”

“Nah, it’s probably about right. I’ve had worse.”

Metger looked back at the three on horseback.

“I’m going to get my gear, then I’ll meet you at the stables.”

Tom nodded, and they turned to leave as the marshal went back indoors.

Unnoticed by anyone, a boy of about ten years of age ran from the crowd toward the edge of town. When he hit the road leading west, he kept running, heading straight for the Dalmont place and a promised ten credit token for any news from Little York.

He felt certain this was information the Dalmonts would find worth the money.
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When Metger rode away from Cajun Cal’s stables, he found the three young people waiting for him just outside town. Now they were dressed completely different.

“What’s that you’re wearing? And what’s on your horses?”

Everything was draped in a layer of natural sand colors. The skins pulled over the horses matched the leather jackets and leggings the trio wore.

“Sand dragon hide,” Haley said, smiling. “Straight off Mr. Chan’s automated processing machines. They fit perfectly.”

“They’re blaster proof,” Tom added. “At least to an extent. This is a good opportunity for us to try them out.”

The marshal shrugged, dismissing the odd sight.

“I don’t care. I just want to apprehend Dalmont. Any of you know directions to his ranch?”

“It’s this way, Marshal,” Haley said.

She turned her horse and led everyone down the west road.

At an open field just outside town, they found the rest of the Fae Phalanx waiting for them, all but the youngest girls who stayed behind to watch the camp.

Em rode out to meet them, carrying a particularly nasty looking gun. She nodded politely at the marshal, then addressed Haley and Gwen.

“The girls are ready. We’ll follow you in. We’ve got every weapon we own with us, including this thing.”

She carefully turned it around and handed the weapon over butt-first to Gwen. Everyone eyed it warily.

Gwen smiled, and strapped the big rifle over her shoulder.

“It’s nice to have Big Bertha back, even if only for now.”

The marshal raised an eyebrow at her.

“What are you doing with a Firedog 3W? Those things are highly regulated. Civilian sales were banned across both systems years ago. They’re supposed to be for military use only.”

“This is a family heirloom, Marshal.”

“A highly regulated heirloom. It’s illegal to own one.”

“In the League and the Republic, yes. Out here? Phaethon has not declared an allegiance yet. I believe this is what you would call a gray area, Marshal. Plus, there’s always an exception on weaponry for law enforcement.”

Metger took a breath, and looked ready to argue the point. But he stopped, and let it out through his nose, controlling himself.

“As long as it helps me apprehend Malcolm Dalmont, I don’t care. But I would not try to bring that thing back home with you. Nor would I have it around whenever this planet joins an established governmental system. You could get into serious trouble owning that thing, young lady.”

Gwen gave him a smile, wordlessly saying, “Don’t worry about me.”

Metger turned back to Haley and said, “Lead on.”

Haley took point and brought her horse up to a trot. The marshal followed, then Tom and Gwen. Behind them, the Fae fell in, riding two abreast along the road.

Within minutes Haley slowed to a walk, then she stopped altogether. The marshal rode up beside her as she pointed ahead. The road curved and disappeared near three big trees.

“Around that bend, another few meters, we’ll come to the entrance to the Dalmont place. It’s a private road extending one klick into the middle. They built four houses right next to each other. Each brother constructed one on his own section. They’re at the four corners of the combined property.”

“Any other buildings besides houses?”

“Yes. Various barns and other structures. We’ve ridden to their place multiple times for various reasons.”

“What’s the layout of the houses like?”

“They’re all two-story structures. I think they used the same builder, and they probably all follow the same floor plan. Can’t tell you much about the insides.”

Metger sat back in his saddle to think, weighing the best approach.

Before he could say anything else, a flurry of bolts popped out of the trees near the bend in the road, sending the horses scattering.

Tom felt a zap hit his right leg. He winced.

Lucas jumped, startled by the impact. He turned to canter away but Tom fought with the reins to calm him down.

The other horses did not do much better. One went down, a bloody gash from an energy bolt splitting its neck open. The horse fell on its side, breathing hard and raspy. The rider limped away after being thrown off.

Other women pulled out their guns and returned fire at the trees. But they could not see the shooter. Their horses pranced nervously as the sniper traded shots with the Fae.

Bolt after bolt struck the branches, burning away twigs and leaves. And still, the gunman shot back.

Haley yelled, “Fall back! Take cover!”

The horses gladly raced off. Lucas followed them all, and Tom gave up fighting the reins.

Two more bolts slammed into Tom’s back as they galloped out of the sniper’s sight. He felt the punch of impact through the sand dragon skin, and a vague shock going through his hands. But he suffered no injuries. A bolt popped Lucas’s rear end, making the horse kick his legs up and gallop faster.

Gwen managed to hold Bessie in place. Two other Fae stayed with her in the road, the fallen rider and one other whose horse was shot. Both women hunkered down behind the carcasses of their horses. Bolts popped the ground around them, occasionally slamming into their dead steeds.

The stench of burnt horse flesh wafted over the road.

Now Gwen and Bessie were the largest target, and they attracted the sniper’s attention. Gwen dismounted and patted Bessie’s neck through the lizard hide.

“Just stay put for a minute.”

Three bolts popped the side of the horse. But the girls behind the dead mounts took that opportunity to fire back on the tree.

By now, enough leaves had burned off that the sniper could be seen from his perch. He lay sprawled out on a huge branch, in a prone position covering the road. But even visible, he proved hard to hit. The Fae’s bolts continued flying into the tree until he turned back to the other two and shot up their horses some more.

Gwen flipped a switch on her Firedog Whillicker Wildcat, a gun loosely modeled after an immersive gaming rifle, the Werlton Whizbang Weapon.

Weeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!

The gun warmed up, alarming Bessie who pranced in place. The sniper returned his attention to the only living horse, and squeezed off three more rounds in quick succession. They pounced into the sand dragon hide, popping on impact.

Bessie had enough, calm words or no. She cantered off riderless, heading down the road after the others.

That left Gwen standing in the open, aiming her big gun at the tree.

The sniper lined up another shot, but Gwen pulled her trigger first.

PHLABAM!

An enormous arc of energy stretched across the open space, over the heads of the downed horses and their riders, reaching out to the trees several meters away. It slammed into the branches like a bolt of lightning.

All three trees burst into flames as energy engulfed them in a blinding explosion.

A rifle fell out of the branches, landing on the ground with a clatter.

Then a body dropped, like a bird shot from the sky. It hit the ground with a sickening thud. Smoke drifted up from blackened skin and burnt clothing.

The two women stood up as Gwen walked toward them, the big gun resting over her shoulder now.

One of the Fae smiled as she approached.

“We sure are glad you’re back, Gwen. Everybody else is afraid to shoot that thing.”
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When everyone gathered on the road again, Metger met with Haley to discuss plans going forward.

“They’re obviously alerted to our presence. I presume you don’t want to take your people into a frontal assault.”

“We’ve got some experience doing this, Marshal. We’ll split up and attack the compound from two sides.”

“Sound like a good way for someone to get caught in the crossfire that way.”

“No. We’ll come in at angles from the southwest and southeast. All gunfire will be to the north. No crossfire. Like I said, this is not our first rodeo.”

“Alright. That sounds good. I’ll ride with your group.”

By this time the dead horses had been dragged off the road. Haley had their riders set up watch near the entrance to the Dalmont place.

Tom expected some kind of gate, although the land was not fenced. If the Dalmonts raised cattle, they pastured them somewhere in the interior.

What they did find was an arch with the name “Dalmont” carved in wooden letters stretching over the entrance. The caliche road wandered off deeper into the property, following the high ground of gently rolling ridges and hills.

Haley rode over to the other group.

“Em, do you know where you’re going?”

“I do. Be careful, Haley.”

“You, too.”

Em led half the Fae out into the pasture, heading to the left side of the road.

Haley looked at the marshal, Tom and Gwen, and her remaining riders as she returned to the first group.

“Follow me.”

She guided her horse to the right side of the road.

Twenty minutes later, Haley paused the group, holding up her hand. She pointed to the ridge of a gentle slope while consulting a pocket map, looking at the holo in her hand.

“The Dalmont’s place is on the other side of that ridge, about 150 meters or so. Let’s see if we can spot Em’s group. Everybody stay here.”

“Don’t you have some sort of communication device to contact them with, Ms. Stonecipher?”

“No, Marshal. We don’t have implants, and we don’t have an AI on this planet yet.”

“I know that. I just thought maybe you’d have a pair of transceivers or something.”

Haley shook her head.

Metger muttered something under his breath about living in the Iron Age out here.

She approached the ridge, dropping down to her belly near the top. Haley carefully peered over the top.

Tom and Gwen dismounted and walked up there with her. So did the marshal. They all peeked over the ridge.

On the downhill slope, a beautiful green valley showed fields planted with crops, a pecan tree orchard, and four two-story houses along with several barns, stables and outbuildings, all fenced off from the pastures by wooden posts. A gate barred entry on the caliche road to the compound’s interior.

The Ever Riders were out in force. They patrolled the perimeter of the fence in pairs, walking around the compound, heads swiveling. Two manned the gate at the road, idly chit-chatting but watching for anyone on approach.

“There’s a sniper on each house’s rooftop,” Haley said softly, making sure her voice did not carry across the pasture to the guards below. “Makes sense. They’re at the highest points. I can see three, but not the fourth. They’re covering the cardinal directions.”

“I hope the one facing us doesn’t look this way,” Metger said.

Haley said, “If there’s 60 Ever Riders, how many are outside? Twenty? So, we’ve got a lot more inside to worry about. Which house is Malcolm’s, Gwen?”

Gwen’s ears reddened, embarrassed to know the answer.

“It’s on the far side, the one where we can’t see the sniper.”

“It’s safe to say, Marshal, that your man is in his own house. Once we start shooting, I imagine the other 40 Riders will come out. Maybe the Dalmonts, too.”

“Maybe. In my experience, this type likes to hole up in a safe room or something, surrounded by an inner circle for protection. If he’s smart, it’ll be a layered defense, growing increasingly more difficult the closer we get. But I agree, more guns will show up once the fireworks start, regardless. Speaking of which, how will your other group know when to attack?”

“They’ll attack when we do, don’t worry.”

“How do you know they’re ready?”

“Look off to our left, along the ridgeline as it slopes that way. Do you see it, Marshal?”

Metger squinted, hampered by a lack of enhanced sight.

“I see a . . . is that a white square of cloth?”

“A lady’s handkerchief. It’ll look like litter or something if the snipers notice it. But it means that Em and her girls are in place. They’ll wait for us to take the lead.”

Together the four pulled back from the ridge and returned to the others. Haley started handing out orders.

“Gwen, stay behind the ridge and open up with Big Bertha. That’ll be everyone’s cue to go over the top and charge. Marshal, stay behind us. We will get you to the compound safely if you let us go first and you stay behind the line. Tom, you’ve got blaster-proof accouterments like I do. I’d like you out front with me. We’ll attract any shots from those left standing after Gwen finishes shooting. Everyone ready?”

Gwen tied Betsy to a tree and patted her neck, whispering a few soft words. Then she returned to the ridge, unstrapping the Firedog 3W along the way. Going back down on her belly, she carefully peeked over the top, then pulled the big gun into position as it warmed up.

Weeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!

She took careful aim at a pair of Ever Riders patrolling the perimeter . . . and squeezed the trigger.
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PHLABAM!

A bolt of energy streaked out from the ridge to the distant fence line in the blink of an eye.

Air exploded around the two guards, knocking them flat.

Gwen adjusted her aim, picking another pair of guards farther from the gate. They tensed, bending their knees, looking in the direction of the first blast.

PHLABAM!

To her left, Tom and Haley’s horses crested the top of the ridge at a canter, jumping over the incline and arcing down on the other side in a smooth equine jump.

Haley’s horse picked up speed on the downhill side as she urged it into a gallop, kicking her heels into its sides. Lucas raced after, struggling to keep up.

PHLABAM!

Another streak cracked out from the ridge, the Whillicker Wildcat taking out another pair of guards.

Behind Tom and Haley the Fae crested the ridge, screaming at the top of their lungs, horses charging full tilt. One after another jumped over, flying down the slope in graceful arcs.

On the other side of the valley, more Fae crested the ridge screaming, horses galloping and guns blazing.

The sniper on the closest rooftop took aim at Tom and Haley, the nearest threats. Tom grunted as a blast hit him square in the chest, tossing him out of the saddle. He tumbled backward, head over heels, and landed flat on the ground, knocking the wind out of him.

Suddenly riderless, Lucas turned away from the scary gunfire. Terrified, he ran back for the ridge as fast as he could.

The gunman aimed at Haley next, ignoring her shots. She fired in his direction at full auto, but the galloping gait threw her aim off.

PHLABAM!

The Whillicker Wildcat reached out again, blowing a hole in the roof and sending the sniper airborne for a moment. His rifle flew away. His dead body rolled down the incline, dropping to the ground like a sack of sand. Smoke drifted up from a fresh hole on top of the house.

Tom stood up, dazed, as dozens of Fae galloped past him screaming and shooting.

He felt at his side for his gun and found it still holstered. Pulling it out, he ran for the compound on foot.

Men poured out of the homes, like hornets from a nest. Everyone held pistols or rifles.

PHLABAM!

Gwen knocked down a dozen men at once as they filed out a door. More ran out after them, though, jumping over the bodies and scrambling for cover, shooting back at the charging Fae.

Men flowed out of a house in back. These had cover from Gwen’s position and she did not see them. A few peeked around the corners of the front buildings and started firing on the Fae from there.

Haley kept her horse racing for the wooden fence, a meter and a half high. It jumped and gracefully topped the barrier, as if flying for a moment. Then she landed inside the perimeter with a thump of hooves and a blaze of gunfire, spraying the yard on full auto.

Dozens of shots answered back, slamming into her and the horse. But the sand dragon skins held up well, and both survived the onslaught.

PHLABAM!

Gwen blew a hole in the fence. Dozens of Fae came in behind Haley, streaming through the brand new opening. Soon there were too many targets for the Ever Riders to hit. The women returned fire on full auto, swapping out weapons as soon as their power packs depleted.

The other Fae arrived, spraying the far side of the compound with blaster fire now.

Another sniper belly-crawled into a better position to face the threats.

Gwen saw him and a streak of firepower arced across the valley to his rooftop. A loud bang and a puff of smoke went up . . . but she missed. The sniper scrambled back, unwilling to face another shot from the mighty 3W.

By that time, the Fae reached the two front houses.

“Mind the windows!” Haley shouted.

As if on cue, one burst open with a shower of broken glass. An Ever Rider stuck his gun out, shooting one of the women in the face.

Six Fae responded with a hail of bullets smashing into his body, knocking him back. Other strikes hit inside the room and around the outer wall. Wood ignited somewhere, and smoke trickled out the broken window. Men inside scrambled to put out the fire.

Metger cantered through the busted fence, safe from snipers and other gunmen now. A few more blaster shots sounded as Fae finished off the last of the resistance on this side of the Dalmont family compound.

Behind the marshal, Tom ran through on foot, panting and hot under the dragon skin. He looked around as the firefight on this side died down. Most Ever Riders here had already been shot and were either dead or wounded.

Glancing over his shoulder, he tried to find Gwen. A very small lump disrupted the line where ridge met sky. She waved at him, and he remembered her enhanced sight. He waved back.

Satisfied, he ran deeper into the compound’s yard. Haley made a “follow me” motion, and the women with her surged to the back two houses. But a line of cowboys headed out of the nearest one, all shooting on their way out the door.

Fae dropped to the ground and returned fire. Men scrambled for cover. One ducked behind a well. Three more sought cover behind an outhouse. Red and green bolts streaked through the air, heavy with the smell of ozone, energy crackling.

Metger caught up with Haley as she peered carefully around the corner of a house.

He yelled in her ear over the gunfire.

“Any sign of our boy?”

“He’s going to be in the last house!”

Before they could go anywhere, eight more men ran out of the third home, shooting. They clustered near the outhouse, bringing a dozen guns to bear. Blaster fire covered the house, the grounds, and all points in between.

“They’ve got us pinned down!” one of the Fae shouted.

Tom ran up to the safe spot behind the house with Haley and Metger. He stopped to catch his breath, hands on his knees. Then he poked his head around the side. Bolts flew everywhere, but the Ever Riders had the high ground. Glass broke out from two upstairs windows as more men inside shot down on the Fae.

Haley cursed.

“This don’t look good,” Metger said, agreeing with the profanity.

“I’ve got something that might help,” Tom said, fishing in a pocket while holstering his gun.

He pulled out a thick black disk and thumbed it, activating the mechanism.

“I know what those things are,” Metger said with a frown. “They’re called ‘boppers.’ They’re heavily restricted. Military use only. New technology, too. How did you get one out here?”

“There’s a time and place for that discussion, Marshal. Just a minute, I need a clear throw.”

Tom stepped further out. The motion attracted one of the shooters in a window, and Tom took a blast to the shoulder.

He grunted as the tough hide absorbed the bolt, then he slung the little disk like a Frisbee toward the outhouse.

“Don’t look,” Tom said, pulling back behind the corner of the house.

The little disk sailed over the heads of the Fae and dropped behind the outhouse in a perfect spinning arc.

A flash as bright as the sun lit up the entire compound.

The cowboys screamed, suddenly blinded. All the shooting stopped.

Tom nodded at the other two, pulling out his gun.

“Now we can get ’em.”

The three stepped out around the corner, shooting.
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From the ridge where they started, the four houses were arranged in a diamond pattern. The house at the point facing them and the one to its left were first to be neutralized. This third house was the one to their right.

Men groaned near the third house, if they still breathed. Most were blinded when the bopper detonated. Those who could see, or at least still had the presence of mind to fight, tried to shoot. But everything within the EMP’s radius had been taken out.

Most of the Fae were unaffected, save for the three closest to the outhouse. The others could see, although many suffered afterimages left over from the flash. But the bopper had detonated behind the outhouse, and the structure had mostly shielded them from the intense burst of light.

One of the gunmen on the second floor either stood back before the bopper detonated, or he retrieved another gun. He was the only one left standing, and he shot down at the women below.

Haley, Metger and Tom fired into the second floor window on full auto, sending a shower of blaster bolts into the room. The cowboy fell out headfirst, dead before he hit the ground.

The Ever Riders still alive dropped their useless weapons and held their hands up as the Fae approached.

“Secure them. March them out of the yard and into the field out front. Shoot anyone who looks at you funny.”

The three women Haley pointed to nodded and motioned for the men to move. They prodded the blinded men with their guns. As soon as everyone rounded the corner, Haley turned back to the marshal.

“He’ll be in the next house. How do you want to handle it?”

“Oh, y’all are doing fine so far.”

He turned to Tom and said, “Got anymore of those highly restricted boppers handy? You could toss one or two inside the house and be done with it.”

Tom shook his head.

“No. Like you said, they’re restricted. I only brought a couple with me, and that was the second one. I doubt they’d cover the whole house, anyway. The EMP effect is highly localized.”

One of the Fae walked up and showed something to Haley.

She said, “We’ve got this. It’s not nearly as high tech as those bopper thingies, but I bet it’s just as effective.”

The marshal stared down at the Molotov cocktail the young woman held, a handkerchief stuffed into a bottle filled with flammable liquid.

He said, “That’s young people for you. Always thinking violence is the answer to everything.”

“It’s the answer to a lot of things,” Haley said. “Especially when somebody has guns and they’re shooting at you.”

Metger reached into his pocket and pulled out a small conical device.

“Let’s try another way. If it doesn’t work, then we can burn the whole place down.”

Gwen made an “after you” gesture and Metger rounded the corner. She followed him, as did several other Fae.

Tom turned and waved at the ridge. They would be walking out of Gwen’s sight now.

Everyone gathered at the corner of the third house. One of the women popped her head around the side and promptly pulled it back in a hail of gunfire.

“They’re barricaded in there,” she said, eyes wide.

Metger put the conical device to his lips and everyone realized it was a miniature megaphone. His voice boomed out, echoing off the wooden buildings.

“This is Marshal Miller Metger. I am here for one man, and one man only: Malcolm Dalmont. Now here’s the thing, you men still in there with him. I’ve got a small army out here. We can come in, shootin’ and blowin’ things up, and a lot of you will die. Or . . . you can grab that Dalmont fellow and drag him out here. You can bring him to me. There’s a 50,000 credit reward for his capture.”

He pulled the mini megaphone down and smiled at Haley.

“That ought to do it.”

“You’re still giving us most of that reward, aren’t you?”

“Of course, of course. But we’ve got to get him first, and this is the path of least resistance. Maybe.”

He put the megaphone back to his lips.

“You have three minutes to bring him out here before we burn the whole place down.”

“They’re talking about it,” Haley said, tilting one ear toward the house. “They’re arguing. Mal is telling them he’ll double the reward. Matt Ever is saying Mal doesn’t have that kind of money. He’s right. A hundred thousand is a lot.”

She paused, frowning.

“Oh! Somebody hit somebody. Hard. Okay, they’re coming to the door. I guess we’ll find out.”

Cautiously, Haley leaned around the corner to watch the house. When no one shot at her, the marshal stuck his head out, too.

The front door burst open, and two men dragged Malcolm Dalmont out, one on either side. Blood dripped off his face as his head lolled, evidently knocked unconscious.

“Marshal! Here’s your man!”

Metger smiled at Haley.

“You see? You don’t always have to use violence in every situation.”

She shrugged and said, “Sure. Bribery works sometimes, I guess.”
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The next day, Marshal Metger prepared a speech in front of Ferguson’s Freehold.

Tom and Gwen stood beside him, along with Haley, Em and the other Fae. The whole town pressed in around the front of the pub to see the marshal off.

Beside him, Malcolm Dalmont stood confined inside a containment suit. Dark gray polymer covered his entire body, keeping him immobile. No one could see his face, and he could not see, speak or move. The suit looked like a blank, featureless statue.

Pipes fed into the polymer covering his head, where Metger explained a tracheotomy tube kept the prisoner nourished and hydrated. Other pipes below the belt line handled waste, although the marshal did not dwell on that. A unit on the back took care of all the liquids going into and out of the prisoner’s body, along with the air supply. Everything remained self-contained.

Gwen stared at the featureless statue suit. A small holo floating above the head showed vital signs, the only indication Dalmont remained alive inside the polymer.

“How long can he stay like that?” she said, horrified.

“Long enough for me to get him back to Juventas. Longer actually. I think the record for holding a prisoner in a containment suit is six months. But don’t you worry about that. I plan on delivering him alive so he can stand for trial and pay for his crimes.”

Metger turned and addressed the crowd that had gathered, using his mini-megaphone. His voice echoed off the buildings.

“I must go now. On behalf of the Marshal’s Service, I thank you all for your hospitality. When I get Mr. Dalmont back to civilization, and he is formally arraigned, I will divide the reward appropriately. The Fae Phalanx has proven enormously helpful. Without them, I would not have gotten close to the fugitive. They will receive 25,000 credits for their efforts, a full half-share of the reward money.”

The crowd stirred at this amount. Tom noticed none of the Fae seemed overly pleased, though. They obviously felt they deserved more. He sympathized with the women, having faced the line of fire along with them.

“Mr. Savage and Ms. Wilder are not part of the Fae, but they helped considerably in this endeavor, fully participating in efforts to retrieve Mr. Dalmont. They will each receive 2,500 credits.”

Tom’s eyebrows rose at this. He had not expected a share of the reward. Judging by the look on Gwen’s face, she hadn’t either.

“The Ever Riders, the ones who gave up Mr. Dalmont with a little encouragement from the Fae, will receive 20,000 credits deposited into their joint account. This I believe is a fair amount, since they were the ones who actually handed the fugitive over, directly into my custody.”

Tom watched James Ever’s face, out in the crowd. The leader of the Ever Riders, a tall dark man in his late 30s, did not look happy, either. Tom thought he probably expected the full award. But if so, the mercenary made no outward indications he would fight anyone over it. Not out here in the open, anyway.

Metger spoke a while longer, mainly to sing the praises of the Marshal’s Service, an organization whose resources were shared by both major systems, whose valiant personnel always remained willing to go wherever justice is needed, etc. etc.

Finally, everyone heard a distant boom in the air and looked up. A single sky train car descended from the haze.

“That’s my sign to wrap this up. The Fae will accompany me in the boarding process. I’d appreciate the rest of you staying here, in order to give us some room.”

With that, the marshal pushed on the containment suit. Tom realized it stood, or was mounted, on top of Metger’s hover platform. The marshal picked up a suitcase by hand and left the porch, heading around the back of the pub and into the field where the sky train car descended.

The Fae clustered around him, making sure the Ever Riders or anyone else could not backstab him easily. Five women stayed behind at the pub’s porch, holding one hand out and covering their pistol grips with the other, watching the crowd.

People got the hint and no one followed.

As the car landed and the door opened, Metger said, “Glad to see them here on time. The Sky Slip was the closest train, but they’re charging me an extortionist’s fee to detour back here and then head straight to League City.”

The train’s steward stepped out of the car and helped load the containment suit along with Metger’s luggage.

The marshal turned at the door before boarding.

“Oh, I almost forgot. Here’s a little message for you two lovebirds.”

He handed a portable holo player to Tom, the size and shape of an old business card.

Tom said, “Oh, we’re not . . .”

Gwen looked highly embarrassed, her ears turning pink.

All the Fae wore face-splitting smiles at this exchange.

“Right, right,” Metger said, dismissing their protests with a wave of his hand. “Well, hopefully nobody else will wander out here to the edge of nowhere trying to avoid justice. You can’t escape the long arm of the law, no matter how far away you go. That’s the key message I want to leave you all with.”

Metger eyed the 3W strapped on Gwen’s back as he said this.

He graced them with a rare smile and stepped into the car. The door slid shut and everyone backed away as it rose into the air.

The Fae wandered off, most of them heading to the stables to fetch their horses. Everyone wished Tom and Gwen well. The crowd dispersed, except for a few who went inside the pub for a drink and to talk.

Tom kept an eye on Ever’s men, but they did not seem inclined to start trouble.

Then the sound of crying caught his ear.

He peeked around the back of one of the buildings near the landing field and found Hervé leaning against a wall, bawling his eyes out.

Tom and Gwen cautiously approached. She knew who the boy was, but Tom had never met him.

Gwen gently touched the boy on the shoulder and said, “Hervé? What’s the matter?”

The story came out about the marshal’s promise to consider sending him a share of the reward money, and Hervé had waited with baited breath to find out how much he would take home. But the marshal never said a word about it.

When Tom figured out what happened, he gave the boy a pat on the back.

“Don’t worry. You can have my share when it comes in.”

Hervé stopped crying and looked into his eyes with an amazed expression.

“Are . . . are you serious?”

“Absolutely. You deserve it more than I do, anyway. It was just an oversight by the marshal. We would not have been as prepared for battle if we hadn’t known the mercenaries were there waiting for us.”

“You can have mine, too, Hervé.”

He turned to Gwen.

“I . . . I can’t take your money, Ms. Wilder!”

She shrugged it off.

“Tom’s right. You deserve this. It’s ten percent of the total, and I’d say that’s about right for what you did, warning everybody about the Ever Riders. We’ll transfer it to your parent’s account in League City when we get it, if they have one. If not, we’ll make sure you get the tokens for it.”

“Thanks! You guys are great!”

Hervé ran off to go tell his family.

Tom and Gwen smiled at each other, then headed to Cajun Cal’s to retrieve their horses.
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Gwen and Tom rode Bessie and Lucas at a stately pace out of town. They decided not to put the dragon skin armor back on the horses, hoping it would not be needed. In the heat of the summer, both steeds had suffered wearing the pelts, although the tough hide saved their lives more than once. Tom rolled the skins up and tied them behind their saddles with smart straps.

Neither said much as they rode out of town, heading back for the homestead. They made it half a kilometer when the Fae met them on the side of the road. Eighteen of the women rode out from the woods.

“Did you think you were going to leave without saying goodbye?” Haley said, giving them both a mock scowl.

“Actually, I’m glad you came out to see us,” Gwen said. “I need to hand Big Bertha back over to you.”

Haley held her hand up and said, “Nope. That gun is yours. And you used it well yesterday. It belongs with you, and that’s where it’s going to stay.”

“But . . . the Fae might need it. You saw how it can make a real difference in a firefight.”

Em spoke up, smiling as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Gwen, nobody else is willing to shoot that thing. It’s a literal beast. We’re all scared of it. You keep it.”

Gwen smiled and stopped arguing, strapping the gun to her back again.

Haley said, “So. How long are you going to stay out there? Since you two aren’t married or anything.”

Gwen shrugged.

“I don’t know. We’ll see.”

She caught Tom’s eye and smiled. He smiled back. They both blushed when they realized everyone else noticed. All the girls grinned at them.

They said their goodbyes and promised to see everybody again soon. The Fae drifted back to the woods while the couple resumed heading north.

Some time later after the road degraded to a path, they heard the sound of clanking as an enormous bot stepped out from a cluster of trees.

“Timmy! It’s good to see you!”

Bessie and Lucas moved sideways, shying away from the bot as it approached. Timmy fell in behind them several meters back. Both horses snorted and lowered their ears, but kept walking.

“I’m glad we didn’t need him,” Tom said. “What with Marshal Metger making such a big deal about your gun and my boppers being marginally legal . . .”

“Marginally? Our stuff is totally illegal anywhere else. He was very surprised to see these weapons out here.”

“Well, imagine how he’d feel seeing an X99 battle bot showing up and shooting everybody.”

“Hm. Good point. I’m glad nobody else saw Timmy, either. It makes him sort of like our ace in the hole, you know?”

At last they neared the homestead, passing by the MicaBot sawmill. It stood quiet, not producing anything. Soon they rounded a bend and looked at the bridge standing where they left it.

Crossing over, they found a corral with a wooden fence, and stables for six horses the little bots had recently erected. Tom dismounted and opened the gate. They stripped the tack from their mounts, finding places to store everything inside a connecting barn.

Gwen took out a brush and started rubbing down Bessie. Tom followed suit with Lucas.

He said, “We should get some grain in here so we can bed them down overnight.”

“Leave the gate open. They can eat grass and we’ll call them back when we need them.”

They headed for the house next, and Tom smiled at the little pile of gold coins on the porch.

He picked them up, then opened the door and they headed for the kitchen. He popped open two packages marked “Carne Guisada,” handing one over to Gwen.

After eating for a while, she said, “Well? Let’s see what the marshal has to say.”

“Probably fussing about our weapons,” Tom said, pulling the holo player out of his pocket.

He set the flat, transparent rectangle in the center of the table and thumbed the middle. Metger’s head appeared in the air above the player.

The holo had built-in virtual sensors, and the marshal’s eyes met them both, swiveling between them as if he were really there and not just the recording of a disembodied head.

“I wanted to let you two know, that I know who you are.”

His eyes twinkled, and just the hint of a rare smile appeared on the old man’s lips.

“I thought I could guess when I first met you, Tom, whose boy you were. Your name sounded awfully familiar, and I knew I heard it somewhere before. So I did some digging tonight, and checked with my contact back in League City. You did not immigrate here with your complete name. So I suppose you didn’t lie outright to immigration officials when you got off the ship. But maybe you lied by omission.”

He paused dramatically, and the recorded eyes of the marshal seemed to lock with Tom’s for a moment.

“Your full name is Thomas Savage Raleigh. You are the son of the galaxy’s most famous pirate, Christopher Raleigh, and his wife, Lead Tetrarch Julius Thrall’s daughter, Jillian Thrall.”

He paused, looking very pleased with himself.

Gwen exchanged a glance with Tom. He shrugged, and did not deny the allegation.

“And as for you, Ms. Wilder . . .” the holo recording turned to her. “You were harder to pin down. But I did manage to figure it out, with a little help. Your real name is Gwendolyn Wilcox Del Rio. You are the only child of the Diego Zeitung’s editor-in-chief, Javon Del Rio, and his wife, Agency of Justice Director Gina Wilcox Del Rio.”

He paused, with a smug expression on his face.

Tom raised a questioning eyebrow at her.

She said, “Wilder is sort of an amalgamation of Wilcox Del Rio. I thought of it while standing in the immigration line.”

“Ah.”

“So, I happen to know, Ms. ‘Wilder,’ ” the recording continued, “that you are the daughter of the top law enforcement officer in the Republic. But that also means your maternal grandmother was the infamous Gertrude ‘Granny’ Wilcox, who served as Quartermaster on the Ultima Mule, Captain Raleigh’s privateering ship during the war.”

“Hey, that’s neat,” Tom said. “I think I met you, sort of, at a reunion when we were kids. Didn’t your mom serve on the Mule, too?”

“A little bit. There were some joint operations with Naval Intelligence, from what I understand. She doesn’t talk a lot about the war.”

“It’s all probably still classified, I bet.”

Metger’s recording interrupted them.

“I am truly curious what the kids and grandkids of the most famous, most successful pirate crew in history are doing out in the middle of nowhere. You’re not only on a Godforsaken planet, you two are about as far away from the nearest big city as you can get on that Godforsaken planet.”

“I didn’t even know who you were,” Gwen protested.

“I didn’t know who you were, either. But it’s a neat coincidence, I guess.”

“Yeah, but he’s gonna think it’s sinister.”

“Maybe, maybe not.”

“Trust me, I know. Cops are trained to be suspicious of everybody. It was heck growing up. You think dating is easy when your mother is the Director of AOJ? She knew more about my boyfriends and their families than I did!”

Before he could answer, Metger continued. Tom settled for offering her a sympathetic look instead.

“If you’re up to no good out here, be assured that the law will eventually catch up with you. This planet you’re on is not aligned with a system yet. But the day will come when it will be. And I don’t care if Phaethon joins with the League, the Republic, or even the Lutian Alliance . . . if you are operating outside the law, I will come back and find you, and arrest you. I don’t care who your parents are.”

His holo looked stern, scowling at them both as it floated above the kitchen table.

Tom said, “You know, I believe him. He’s a tough old guy. He came after Mom back in the day.”

Metger’s holo said, “You both know the reputation of the Marshal’s Service. Tom, you may or may not realize that I came after your mother before you were born, when she was a fugitive of sorts.”

“Yeah. Dad had to marry her because the Tetrarch, my grandfather, had her declared incompetent by the courts. He sent the Marshal’s Service to fetch her from Lute. That was after Dad sort of, you know, kidnapped her.”

Gwen grinned and said, “So in a way, he’s responsible for you being born.”

“Let’s not take it that far.”

“Anyway,” the recording interjected, “that’s all I wanted to say. Watch yourself. And stay out of trouble. Both of you.”

The recording winked out, and the marshal’s holographic head disappeared.

“Well, there goes all our plans for larceny and mayhem,” Gwen quipped.

“Maybe,” Tom said, smiling back at her. “Or maybe we can keep it all on the down-low.”

“Yeah. That sounds like more fun.”
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The following morning after breakfast, Tom and Gwen sat on the back porch drinking coffee, this time in two new Adirondack chairs.

A pinprick of light appeared in the eastern sky, cutting through the haze.

“Here comes the new containment unit,” Tom said. “It’s about time.”

The light grew larger and larger, until a sonic boom reached them and a capsule quickly slowed down, thrusters burning hot.

The bus-sized object slowed to a crawl in the air, then landed vertically next to the other one behind the house. They left their coffee on the porch and walked over to inspect it.

Steam drifted off the vessel’s hot surface, rapidly cooling as they approached. The door dilated open for them.

Inside, crates were stacked with all kinds of supplies. Tom quickly found one marked “SCU.” He called Timmy over to carry it out of the capsule.

“What else did they send? And who sent it? Your parents, or the company they set up?”

“Both, I think. Oh, hey! Here’s wiring for the house. We can have lights and air conditioning now. And . . . awesome! They sent a bunch of pipes. I’ll have to program the MicaBots so they’ll know what to do with all this stuff. I don’t know about you, but I am looking forward to a shower.”

The sun rose high in the sky before they finished unloading the capsule with Timmy’s help. Tom spent time explaining to the MicaBot’s terminal what he wanted it to do with all the new material. The tiny bots appeared and began taking spools of wire and lengths of poly pipe out of cartons, marching them over to the house.

Once everything was taken care of and in motion, they broke for lunch. Four of the new crates included more meal kits, most of them involving poshbirds.

“We sort of have a big poshbird farm. Uh, several actually. I’m glad you like it. I guess you could say my parents have a corner on poshbird exports right now, to be honest. They’ll probably send more meals. A lot more.”

“That’s okay. My parents own some businesses, too.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Granny was big into investments. It rubbed off on Mom. The Firedog Armory was one. They pretty much bought it out of bankruptcy and turned it into a major weapons producer after the war.”

“That’s a good one.”

“Yeah. Mom insisted I take along the 3W.”

“That’s cool.”

“Dad has major shares in the Zeitung, so I guess you could say we own part of a major media company, too.”

“Very nice. My parents invested in Sergio Productions after the League disbanded the tetrarchy.”

“Is that the one where the Mule kidnapped the scion or something?”

“Yeah.”

They paused in their banter, leading to an awkward silence.

Finally, Gwen broke it.

“I came out here to find myself. I mean, I think it’s every kid’s dream to help colonize a planet, and I wanted to do something with my life. But as soon as I get here, everybody who sees me wants me to get married. And I’m not ready for that. My dreams did not include cleaning a farmhouse and getting pregnant every year somewhere out on the prairie.”

He nodded, following along as she continued.

“Not that there’s anything wrong with that, you understand, but it’s not wanted I wanted to do at this moment. Thank God for the Fae Phalanx. Haley had a bunch of likeminded women who banded together for protection, and each other. They try to do some good out here as rangers.”

She smiled sweetly.

“Anyway, thanks for letting me hang around. I’m still trying to find myself.”

“Absolutely. I’m glad you’re here. I’m trying to prove myself, too. Dad said I could learn a lot by setting up a ‘field office,’ as he called it, all on my own. He talked about letting me make mistakes. ‘Mistakes are the best lessons, son. Try to make them when they don’t cost other people’s lives. Or your own.’ He likes to say things like that.”

Gwen laughed at the impersonation of his father.

“That sounds like something a starship captain would say.”

“Yeah. So, here I am. Young and dumb, and making mistakes like blowing up containment units.”

“Well . . . at least it didn’t kill anyone. Like your dad said, if you’re gonna make mistakes, hopefully they don’t cost any lives.”

He nodded.

Neither spoke for a moment.

Gwen looked up into his eyes and smiled again.

“So, are we gonna harvest a star particle today, or what?”

“I guess we should try before dark, huh? Timmy! Carry that thing for us.”

-+-

An hour later, the new solar containment unit stood all set up on a different rock, several meters away from the massive crater left by the old one.

Timmy ran through the desert nearby in a grid pattern, scaring away Big Ugly. The sand dragon burst out of cover, plumes of dust flying up. It ran deeper into the desert, shrieking in rage as the battle bot chased it away.

A voice came over Tom’s implant.

“Hello, Thomas. Are we ready to harvest solar particles? This will be our second attempt, Particle Two.”

“Yes we are, Lisa. I want you to pull in the bare minimum this time.”

“The bare minimum is one gram of dense solar matter. Are you sure that is what you want me to do?”

“Yes, I’m sure. Let’s get a baseline established and we’ll go from there.”

Tom and Gwen stood a hundred meters away from the black box as Timmy ran back to their location. They tied both horses to rock outcroppings so the animals would not bolt away in the event of another catastrophe.

They stood together, all three watching as the distant cube hummed louder and louder, seeming to warm up to the task.

Gwen reached over and grabbed Tom’s hand, surprising him.

But he gripped hers back, and watched as Lisa teleported a tiny piece of Phaethon’s sun into the big black box . . .

The End

Don’t miss Particle Two, second in the Star Farmer series, available only on Amazon!


Other books by Jaxon Reed


Don’t miss other series in the Milky Way Universe!

Check out Pirates of the Milky Way, Agents of the Planetary Republic, and Star League Assassins, only on Amazon!

More from Jaxon Reed:

Science Fiction

The Milky Way Universe Books in order:

Pirates of the Milky Way

Digital Assassin

Clarion’s Call

Condor Rising

Halcyon’s Heirs

Solar Storm

Tetrarch’s Dilemma

Operation Starfold

Golden Alliance

Subversive Elements

Terminus Epsilon

Agents of the Planetary Republic

Detective Wilcox

Storm Warning

Triskelion Conspiracy

Operation Counterforce

Clarion Protocol

Miriam’s Dilemma

Counterforce Two

Diplomat’s Peril

Choose Revenge

Director Wilcox

Star League Assassins

Digital Death

Last Cohort

Assignment Diego

Epsilon Redux

Lost Quadrant

Apocalypse Code

Time’s Thief

Stentorian’s Moon

Codename Raven

Digital Resurrection

Star Farmer

Tom Savage

Particle Two

More science fiction series:

The Redwood Trilogy

Redwood: Servant of the State

Redwood: Twelver

Redwood: Battle Cry

The Empathic Detective Trilogy

The Empathic Detective: A Mystery Thriller

Ghostsuit: An Empathic Detective Novel

Cybershot: An Empathic Detective Novel

Steampunk science fiction

Steam & Aether

Ethinium’s Vault

Mons’ Angels

Solomon’s Compass

Carpathian’s Shard

Kaiser’s War

-+-

Fantasy

The Forlorn Dagger Trilogy

Thieves and Wizards

Pirates and Wizards

Dwarves and Wizards

The Fae Killers Compendium

Tiff in Time

Ghost of a Chance

Rick or Treat

Booked for Death

The Dungeon Corps Series

Dungeon Corps: Crypts of Phanos

Dungeon Corps: Maze of Menos

Dungeon Corps: Depths of Dwarland

-+-

Visit Jaxon Reed’s Amazon Page for more:

https://www.amazon.com/author/jaxonreed

-+-

For previews of upcoming books, works in progress, sales and free days, visit:

https://jaxonreed.substack.com

-+-

cover.jpg
REED

JAXO N






nav.xhtml

    
  
    		Title Page


    		Copyright


    		Contents


    		Chapter 1


    		Chapter 2


    		Chapter 3


    		Chapter 4


    		Chapter 5


    		Chapter 6


    		Chapter 7


    		Chapter 8


    		Chapter 9


    		Chapter 10


    		Chapter 11


    		Chapter 12


    		Chapter 13


    		Chapter 14


    		Chapter 15


    		Chapter 16


    		Chapter 17


    		Chapter 18


    		Chapter 19


    		Chapter 20


    		Chapter 21


    		Chapter 22


    		Chapter 23


    		Chapter 24


    		Chapter 25


    		Chapter 26


    		Chapter 27


    		Chapter 28


    		Chapter 29


    		Chapter 30


    		Chapter 31


    		Chapter 32


    		Chapter 33


    		Chapter 34


    		Chapter 35


    		Chapter 36


    		Chapter 37


    		Chapter 38


    		Chapter 39


    		Chapter 40


    		Chapter 41


    		Chapter 42


    		Other books by Jaxon Reed


  




  
    		1


    		2


    		3


    		4


    		5


    		6


    		7


    		8


    		9


    		10


    		11


    		12


    		13


    		14


    		15


    		16


    		17


    		18


    		19


    		20


    		21


    		22


    		23


    		24


    		25


    		26


    		27


    		28


    		29


    		30


    		31


    		32


    		33


    		34


    		35


    		36


    		37


    		38


    		39


    		40


    		41


    		42


    		43


    		44


    		45


    		46


    		47


    		48


    		49


    		50


    		51


    		52


    		53


    		54


    		55


    		56


    		57


    		58


    		59


    		60


    		61


    		62


    		63


    		64


    		65


    		66


    		67


    		68


    		69


    		70


    		71


    		72


    		73


    		74


    		75


    		76


    		77


    		78


    		79


    		80


    		81


    		82


    		83


    		84


    		85


    		86


    		87


    		88


    		89


    		90


    		91


    		92


    		93


    		94


    		95


    		96


    		97


    		98


    		99


    		100


    		101


    		102


    		103


    		104


    		105


    		106


    		107


    		108


    		109


    		110


    		111


    		112


    		113


    		114


    		115


    		116


    		117


    		118


    		119


    		120


    		121


    		122


    		123


    		124


    		125


    		126


    		127


    		128


    		129


    		130


    		131


    		132


    		133


    		134


    		135


    		136


    		137


    		138


    		139


    		140


    		141


    		142


    		143


    		144


    		145


    		146


    		147


    		148


    		149


    		150


    		151


    		152


    		153


    		154


    		155


    		156


    		157


    		158


    		159


    		160


    		161


    		162


    		163


    		164


    		165


    		166


    		167


    		168


    		169


    		170


    		171


    		172


    		173


    		174


    		175


    		176


    		177


    		178


    		179


    		180


    		181


    		182


    		183


    		184


    		185


    		186


    		187


    		188


    		189


    		190


    		191


    		192


    		193


    		194


    		195


    		196


    		197


    		198


    		199


    		200


    		201


    		202


    		203


    		204


    		205


    		206


    		207


    		208


    		209


    		210


    		211


    		212


    		213


    		214


    		215


    		216


    		217


    		218


    		219


    		220


    		221


    		222


    		223


    		224


    		225


    		226


    		227


    		228


    		229


    		230


    		231


    		232


    		233


    		234


    		235


    		236


    		237


    		238


    		239


  




page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




