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 Prologue. The Wendigo King

 

We have been forced to turn on our own children for sustenance. I wish it had not come to this, but I cannot contest the will of my people. Still, I have a son that I have been secretly harboring against their hunger, but my ability to protect him wanes with each day as he grows too large to hide. I have seen the suns rise on my planet two hundred thousand times, and I’m the oldest of my kind. During my rule, we have conquered every race to the horizons, and yet the other ancients, my brothers, would eat my son on sight. For as my people have grown, so has our hunger, and now there isn’t enough to eat.  

As I ponder the future of our people and planet, a small ball of fire falls from the sky. I have seen other falling stars, but this one is curious. I can make out glints of metal amidst the flames.

I leave my soft bedding and the company of my brothers who, the suns still high in the sky, prefer sleeping, to investigate. One of my brethren would probably steal my spot were they awake, but that would give me an excuse to pulverize him later. The small creatures of the forest flee before me unnecessarily as I make my way toward where the fallen object must have landed, none even a mouthful for me.  

I trudge through the jungle until I come to a barren hill where a strange metal object an arm’s length across sits, and as I gaze at it, a small creature steps out. His hair is dark with streaks of gray, and he is shaped vaguely like our kind but he only has two eyes.  

 “Hail, mighty one,” he says. His voice quivers slightly, and I find this strangely satisfying.

I consider eating him immediately, but I have not become the oldest and strongest of my kind by being hasty. Then it occurs to me: this creature is not from our planet. Maybe I have found a way for my last son to survive.




 Chapter 1. Miranda

 

I braced myself when I reached the door to the infirmary. My partner was inside, and I had to see if his condition had improved. I pressed my hand to the chrome panel on the wall.

 “Please provide authentication,” a female computer voice ordered.

 “Agent Miranda.”

 “Please present your badge,” the voice said.

 “I… I didn’t bring my badge with me, but I know my badge code.”

 “Please say the first letter of your badge identification code.”

 “P.”

 “Did you say T as in Tango?”

 “No.”

 “Did you say D as in Delta?”

 “No.”

 “Please say the first letter of your badge identification code.”

 “P.”

 “Did you say T as in Tango?”

 “No.”

 “Did you say D as in Delta?” the computer asked more firmly.

 “No!”

 “Please say the first letter of your badge identification code.”

 “P!”

 “Did you say ‘help’?”

 “Yes!”

 “One moment while I contact a security escort.”

I had waited for ten minutes, agonizing over the condition I might find my partner in, when the voice returned. “I’m sorry, but there are no security escorts available at this time. Please come back at a later time.”

I kicked the chrome panel, crumpling the metal and causing sparks to fly.

 “Identity confirmed.” The door opened.

Powerful white lights blazed in the infirmary, which was filled with polished machines and hummed with medical devices. People in white coats spoke softly, offering comforting words to despondent visitors, but I didn’t listen as I walked quietly to my partner’s bed and sat down. He looked awful. The doctors at the Intergalactic Secret Service are skilled and have access to incredible technology that can quickly mend tissue and bone. Better medical care could not be found on this planet, not that the inhabitants of the planet knew of this secret facility and so could not avail themselves of these skills or this technology. However, there were some things that even medicine and technology had no quick fixes for. My partner was covered in large red welts oozing yellow pus over nearly every inch of skin I could see, the little skin not covered in swollen wheals pale and clammy to the touch.

Hours passed. I didn’t look up when I heard the click of heels on the hard floor or the beeps from IVs that needed to be changed. I had more urgent concerns to focus on than the quiet hubbub of the room.  

A woman wearing a white coat walked over to me. She appeared to be human. “Agent Miranda?”

 “Doctor, is he going to be okay?” I asked.

She shook her head and put a hand on my shoulder. “I’ve never seen a case this bad, sweetie. He must have been stung a hundred times.” She sighed. “We’ll have to keep him in an induced coma until the effects wear off. Otherwise, between the mental effects of the toxin and the sheer discomfort, he might hurt himself or others.”

 “Mental effects?”  

 “Mortalis wasp stings have a number of physiological effects beyond the burning, itching, and general discomfort of the swelling. The venom is also a neurotoxin that damages the brain.”

I gasped. “You can fix that, right?” I covered my eyes with both hands and shook my head. I wouldn’t cry, I told myself. “This must have happened before.”

 “Agent Riley should survive, but we won’t know what his personality will be like, or even what he’ll remember. It’s going to take some time to determine the extent of the damage, maybe months—even years. I’m sorry.”  

The doctor patted me on the shoulder and walked to an unconscious man in a plastic bubble, an incredibly muscular woman crying in a chair next to him. A man with piercing green eyes and short, dark messy hair stood next to the bed looking distraught. He didn’t look like a doctor, and so I guessed he was an agent. You could tell he worked out, though obviously not as much as the woman, his partner I assumed. Maybe spending time in the gym was how they survived this job.

There were two other occupied beds in the infirmary, a man and woman side by side, both emaciated and unconscious with no visible injuries. Both had IV tubes going into their arms.

Agent Riley took me under his wing on my first mission, sacrificing his own safety to keep me alive. I took a deep breath and pulled myself together at this thought. They warned us in the Academy that this was a dangerous job, but I didn’t expect my first assignment would end this way. I couldn’t go to pieces. There were only nineteen agents at the Earth outpost, and four were incapacitated in the infirmary. The Service needed me.  

I decided that exercise would clear my head. I patted Agent Riley’s arm and left the infirmary for the gym. I changed in the lady’s locker room and put in my earbuds. I enjoyed listening to Madonna while working out. The energy of the music kept me moving.

I’d been to a human gym before, where they have primitive machines, free weights, treadmills, and exercise mats. Here there were virtual reality compartments that tied right into your muscles and nerves. While you climbed rock walls, played basketball, or swam, the machines triggered hormones in your muscles that stimulate growth at an optimal rate. Because you didn’t actually move, you didn’t risk injuring yourself or tearing down existing tissue. Simply add a healthy diet to this virtual exercise regimen and a person remained as healthy as she could be.

Thirty minutes into my workout, I felt a tap on my shoulder.

 “Computer, end simulation,” I said. The martial arts trainer that I had been sparring with and the dojo both vanished. I blinked a few times to clear my vision and saw Agent Wendy, her expression all business.

She was the mission coordinator in charge of logistics, gear, and briefings. The only time I had talked to her was four days ago when she briefed me on my first mission. I noticed that she didn’t have a single blond hair out of place in her ponytail. She struck me as possibly the most intense, and most anal retentive, agent I had met. Definitely the right person to be a mission coordinator, I had thought at that first encounter.

I took out my earbuds. “May I help you?”

 “Captain Johnson needs to talk to you in the command center. You are getting a new partner.”

 “I’ll get dressed and be right there.”

She nodded. “I wouldn’t keep him waiting.”

The workout might be in a virtual reality, but the sweat and stink were real enough, and so I hit the showers. Then I put on the clothes I came in, a pair of faded blue jeans and a gray T-shirt with the immortal words of Captain Picard written in small white letters on the front: “I refuse to let arithmetic decide questions like that.”

I made my way down halls glossy and clean to the point of being boring. Living in a compound run by the Intergalactic Secret Service is to live in a very sterile environment compared to the human world, everything maintained with the strictest level of adherence to regulations. The compound was not at all like the Academy dorms, where the cadets did most of the cleaning and only because they were forced to. Detailing the porcelain thrones with your own toothbrush is not a rewarding experience, but at least the place tended to look lived in. The command center always looked more like a lab to me, a place people came to do experiments and went someplace else to carry out their lives. Alas, I lived here.

As I walked, I wondered why Captain Johnson had chosen me for a new mission. I had shown that I was perfectly capable of getting my partner put on the permanent disability list and nothing more. I had graduated at the top of my class and thought I was ready for anything, and so, on my first assignment, I had been a bit cocky. Maybe the captain was trying to punish some poor schmuck by sticking him with me.

I placed my hand on the chrome scanner next to the door. When the door opened, I walked in. The captain was waiting for me.

 “Agent Miranda, how nice of you to drop by,” he said. The tone of his voice didn’t sound like he thought my arrival was nice at all. “Finally made time for me, then?”

 “Sir?” I asked.

 “Agent, do you know what some people call the Intergalactic Secret Service?”

 “The Service?”

 “The intergalactic shit storm.” He sighed. “I’d like to strip you of your credentials and send you off to that piss-water planet you came from, but we have an agent in sudden need of a partner. Unfortunately, I can’t find anybody better than you.” He smirked, obviously privy to some information he had yet to reveal about my new partner. “Maybe you’ll get each other killed and save me the paperwork of transferring the two of you.”

 “I tried to reason with Agent Riley,” I said.

 “Agent Riley survived a dozen missions before you came along. By the time they take him out of the induced coma, he’ll only be useful for copious drool samples and mission debriefs rendered in Crayola’s primary color palette. That’s not what I called you here to discuss though.” A smile that looked genuine enough actually settled on his lips. “I need you to pack your things and meet your new partner, Agent Maximus, in the hangar in thirty minutes. Wendy will be your mission coordinator and will brief you on the details.”

 “Yes, sir.”

 “Dismissed,” he said.

As I turned and began walking to the door, I heard him mumble too low for most people to hear, but my hearing wasn’t human. “Seriously, feel free to get each other killed.”

I walked out. When angry or embarrassed, my face lights up bright red, and right now my face burned with both anger and embarrassment. I shook my head. I needed to ignore him and keep focused. I couldn’t let him get to me, I told myself. I took slow breaths as I walked to my room to get my gear and tried to think about positive things, like the fact that I had another chance.  

Normally, my room is regulation clean, but with Riley’s incapacitation, I hadn’t found a reason to make my bed or keep my trunk tidy. I needed to adjust my attitude, I said out loud, and I decided I would start with my personal space. Using my innate speed, which is many times the speed the humans are capable of, I made my bed, straightened my trunk, and then grabbed my gear belt and pistol. I then put on a light jacket so I could conceal my weapon.

I walked to the hangar, focused on the opportunity to earn my place. I would make Captain Johnson respect me by showing that I was a valuable team member. I was the top graduate from the Academy and wouldn’t roll over when the going got tough. Things were difficult now, but I was going to use my difficulties as motivation, use this situation to my advantage.

Wendy was working on the engine of a Cherokee 140. She turned toward me as I approached.

 “You’re early,” she said.

 “I was told to meet my new partner at the hangar and that you would brief us.”

 “I’m just finishing up some repairs on this plane. I understand that you can fly it,” she said.

I nodded. “I’ve had basic training on small aircraft.” I looked past her into the engine compartment. “It looks like one of the mags is disconnected.” I reached past her and fixed it.

She looked irritated. “I was getting to that.” Her tone was all venom.

 “Sorry,” I said, and I meant it. I did not mean to show her up. “I’ll wait over here while you finish.”

 




 Chapter 2. Max

 

The door to the infirmary slid shut behind me. After a few steps toward the command center, I became aware that I was not alone. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Hillary McMasters.

 “Max!” She hurled my name at me like a curse.

Generally, men have more muscles than women, but Hillary was built like a tank. She had muscles in places that I couldn’t even grow them. Her skin was pale white and had a slight red glimmer to it. I wondered if that was some kind of warning system built into her DNA.

 “You realize that you’ve ruined my wedding, don’t you?” Her voice was a low growl. I began desperately trying to remember what Dozer had said about her, but I couldn’t recall what planet she was from or what nasty surprise she was about to unleash on me.

I sighed. “You’re an agent. You know the job is dangerous and that sometimes... Well, sometimes agents get smelly.”

She grabbed my shoulder and yanked me around with serious force. “He was sprayed by a half-dozen Krylian boars. That’s not smelly. That’s a life sentence.”

 “It could have been worse. He could have been gored.” I lifted my shirt to show her what I meant, but there wasn’t even a scar left to demonstrate where I had been slashed open by twelve-inch tusks. Sometimes healing fast was a curse.

 “I can’t kiss him without vomiting.”

 “It might help if you close your eyes,” I suggested.

 “He’s in a plastic bubble right now because his odor can be detected a mile away.”

 “Yeah, I keep telling him that his ‘lucky socks’ aren’t as lucky as he thinks.”

She stomped her foot. “Every partner you have ends up this way. I’m going to talk to Captain Johnson and…”

 “Hold on! I’ve never had another partner end up smelling like an Ogerian armpit, except Jameson but he came that way.”

 “Jameson was a good agent before he was turned into burnt toast.”

 “Yeah, I sort of feel bad about that.”

 “Sort of?” Her face glowed red—literally glowed red. “You’re partners end up dead, or worse, terminally smelly.”

 “It isn’t my fault,” I protested. “It’s a dangerous job, and I’m usually the one that gets hurt the worst.”

 “But you always walk away and your partners don’t.” I saw a tear escape the corner of her eye. She turned and ran back toward the infirmary.

 “Usually, I crawl away,” I whispered.

I strolled through the familiar glossy white tunnel ribbed with evenly spaced black arches. When I reached the end of the corridor, I hesitated before a door that had the lustrous shine of a MacBook. I placed my hand on a cold chrome panel and lights came to life across the surface, scanning both me and the surrounding area. Standard procedure, I reminded myself. Nothing entered the command center without authorization. Nothing from this planet anyway, I thought.

A disembodied female voice purred, “Identity confirmed.” The door slid open.

 “Thank you,” I said.

The voice responded, “You’re welcome.”

I couldn’t contain my smile. “What are you wearing?”

 “I am wearing nothing.” She paused briefly, and then her synthesized tone changed. “Why would you ask me that? I’m distributed artificial intelligence.”

I snickered. It’s so easy to get the AI upset. I stepped into a circular room that glowed with wall monitors displaying high definition maps, security camera feeds, and threat profiles. The door slid shut behind me. Was it me, I wondered with a chuckle, or did the door slide shut unnecessarily hard? A man stood motionless in the center of a tsunami of swirling information. A cone of stadium-bright light bathed him.

He wore a crisp tan uniform with small colored metals on his chest. His blond hair was parted perfectly to one side, not a hair out of place. He reminded me of old pictures I had seen of World War II captains.

 “Agent Maximus,” the man said without averting his eyes from the displays when I approached.

 “Captain Johnson,” I replied.

 “I see you survived the North Carolina incident.”

 “Just a dozen Krylian boars, sir.”

 “I take it that they didn’t gore you.” He sounded disappointed.

 “They did, sir.”

He looked distracted and I wasn’t sure if he heard me. “Excellent,” he said absently. He sniffed the air. “Did you take a shower?”

 “No, sir. Is one missing?”

He sighed ever so slightly. “Agent, there’s a level nine disturbance in Texas, and we’re deploying primary and secondary agents to engage hostiles tonight.”

 “Yes, sir!” Level nine, I thought! In the four years that I’d been with the Service, there had never been a level nine incident. I’ll bet we get to use the cool toys to handle this one.

 “We’ll be dispatching two teams in Raptor Sixes armed with Archer III Stingers deployed via the Space Curve Rail. Each agent will be equipped with Wolverine Two-Eighties and Rayshark body armor. However, I’m not sending you.” He paused as he continued his study of the display panels.  

 “What?”

 “There’s been a ping in northern Minnesota, and I’m sending you in to investigate.”

 “But Sir…”

 “Your mission coordinator will brief you. I need somebody who can handle the Minnesota case without assistance. Unfortunately, all I have is you,” he said. “So, this is the plan: get your ass to Minnesota.”

 “Sir, I could help in Texas and then go to Minnesota.”

 “Listen, Agent Maximus. We exist to squash problems before they squash the pitiful little humans going about their ordinary lives unaware of the aliens on their planet. If the humans knew how precarious their situation is from day to day, how near doom they are each and every day, they sure as hell wouldn’t worry about whether their neighbor had a nicer Audi or whether their next TV should be plasma or LCD. That’s what they are supposed to be doing, going about their days without a care in the world beyond the utterly mundane. It’s our job to keep them thus oblivious. We let the humans grow at their own pace as a race until they are ready to join the Intergalactic Alliance or they destroy themselves.”

 “What does that have to do with Texas, Sir?” I asked.

 “Nothing, but it has everything to do with Minnesota. I dispatch resources to keep the dirty apes on this planet glued to Dancing with the Stars instead of worrying about the future, and frankly, I don’t have to explain my decisions to you. That is all, Agent Maximus.” He sniffed the air again. “Oh, and take a shower.”

I stood my ground for a second, fighting the temptation to argue, but I knew there was no sense arguing. I wouldn’t get to use the cool toys after all, and if I wasn’t careful, I’d end up in the mess hall cleaning pots instead of investigating pings. At least I got to do this next mission my way. I never liked having teammates underfoot. Then it occurred to me that maybe that’s why Johnson was sending me to Minnesota, because he knew how I hated having a teammate mess things up, get burned to a crisp, or even get smelly.

As I approached the only door in the command center, it opened extremely sluggishly. AIs can be so temperamental, I thought. I headed for the hangar to find Wendy and get the details of my assignment. I tried to look at the bright side. I wasn’t just an agent in charge. This was a solo mission! I had always thought Johnson didn’t like my methods and the way I bent the rules, but maybe he was starting to like my results. Maybe I was wrong about him.

When I came to the Hall of Remembrance, where the pictures of fallen agents decorate the walls, I found my parents’ pictures like I always did when in this part of the compound. My mother had olive skin and bright green eyes. On top of her head, where humans have hair, she had small triangular plates growing on her skin. When she wore a wig, anyone would mistake her for a beautiful human woman. My father looked entirely human—because he was. He had brown hair, like me, and piercing blue eyes that missed nothing. He was muscular but not intimidating, and his smile implicated his whole face. I brushed the top of their picture frames to make sure no dust had accumulated since my last visit. None had.

I examined the ring on my middle finger. My parents had given it to me when I was young, and I wore it on a gold chain around my neck until I was big enough to put it on a finger. The inscription was comprised of two elegant symbols from the Rigenerare language that translate as: “Always Together.” My mother knew the risks of being an agent and wanted to make sure we were never completely separated.

I touched the ring and my mother and father sprang into being near me, holograms that I couldn’t touch but that looked real enough to be them, so real that I sometimes forgot they were memories.

 “Maximus!” my mother said. Her arms opened to embrace me, but then she gave me a small smile and let her insubstantial arms fall to her sides.

My father beamed at me. “You’re looking good. We haven’t seen you for some time.”

 “I’ve been busy,” I said. I kept my voice even so I didn’t play up the news. “I have my first solo mission.”

 “That’s great, son! Soon you’ll be a great agent, just like your mother,” my father said.

 “Harold!” my mother gave him a light slug on the arm. “We’re a team! I only made it this far because you were at my side.”  

I couldn’t bear to mention that they hadn’t really made it this far, that they were only holograms. I looked back at the wall that held their pictures. They had double golden stars on either side of their names, the distinction of being Special Agents, the élite group that took on the toughest investigations and dealt with the greatest threats. I didn’t know how they died, and I wondered, if they were the best, why weren’t they still with me in flesh and blood? Unfortunately, their holograms were made before their final mission and had as little idea as I did how their lives ended. The only information I received was a condolence letter from the Service explaining that they died bravely and on duty.

I turned back to them. “Anyway, I’m about to leave, and I thought you’d like to hear the news.”

 “Great work,” my mother said. “Make us proud!”

 “I will, Mom,” I said. I reached for my ring to turn them off.

 “Don’t wait so long to talk to us, son,” my dad said.

 “We love you,” my mother said.

 “I love you, too.” I tapped the ring and they were gone.

When I walked into the hangar, Wendy was inspecting the engine on an old prop plane. She was slender with straight blond hair she wore perpetually in a ponytail. I noted that her jumpsuit had grease smudges on the front when she turned toward me as I approached. I met Wendy my first day in the Service and had learned to respect her—if for no other reason than she was part-Teslian and could run a strong electrical current through her hand capable of knocking out most people for an hour. She had given me a personal demonstration that first day. I woke up twenty minutes later, but I’m a quick healer. Now that I think of it, maybe that’s the reason that, in the past four years, I was the last person to mention how pleasant her curves are. It wasn’t that she didn’t deserve the compliment, but I don’t think anybody else was brave enough to note her exceptional shape out loud.

I was a little distracted by said curves when I heard the feminine clearing of a throat behind me. I turned and found a woman with a glowing smile, bright blue eyes, and dark hair in tight waves held in a bun. Strands of hair escaped the bun, but it only made her look more attractive. Her skin was fair with traces of freckles.

I held out my hand, hoping she wasn’t Teslian. She shook my hand firmly without, fortunately, shocking me to death.

 “Agent Maximus?” she asked.

Her smile was so powerful that it was contagious. “Please call me Max, and you are?”

 “Agent Miranda. I’m your partner on the Minnesota assignment.”

 “Partner?” My smile faltered, and not just because I felt Wendy’s hand on my shoulder.

 “I have your credentials here,” Wendy said. “Max Anderson, 24, and your girlfriend Miranda Smith, 22.” She handed us each an envelope.

Miranda opened her envelope immediately, but I simply stared at Wendy and frowned. “Johnson didn’t say anything about a partner.”

 “Captain Johnson,” Wendy corrected me, “might not have thought to mention it. However, I’m sure you two will do great.”

I cleared my throat. “But…”

 “There’s been a ping in northern Minnesota near the town of Ely. There is an old iron mine there, and we think the source of that ping might be near the mine or perhaps from inside it.”

 “Excellent! I love exploring caves,” Miranda said enthusiastically.

Wendy smirked. “Well, it’s a mine, not a cave, and you’ll need a wetsuit because it is under fifty feet of water.” She cleared her throat. “I should probably warn you…” She looked absently at the plane. “Never mind.”

 “It sounds like a vacation getaway,” I murmured.

 “Exactly,” Wendy replied. “You two are on your first couple’s getaway and have booked a stay at the Great Rapids Inn.”

 “How are we getting there?” I glanced around for an obvious source of transportation. “Space Curve Rail or do we get a ride in a Falcon II?” Then I realized that I didn’t see a Falcon II.

 “Neither, actually.” Wendy gestured to the plane that she had been working on when I arrived at the hangar. “A Cherokee 140.”  

The vintage was at best 1960s. I fought to find words. “Umm...”

The plane’s paint was faded blue and white, and there were small dents across the skin of the wings. The windshield looked like it had a permanent fog etched into it. The tail had 8609E in large bold lettering across the back.  

Wendy clapped me on the shoulder and sent a pleasant tingle through me. She could do more than cause pain, I knew. At her lowest setting, she could make you tingle in ways one could not imagine. I remembered that first night together behind closed doors. It turns out there is not an inch of her body that she can’t run electric current over, which is certainly interesting, but when her passion peaks, she can lose control. No matter how pleasant the tingling feels at first, I learned the hard way that you must never put your most important body part in the equivalent of an electric socket. The shock was worse than the time I peed on an electric fence.

Wendy’s hand trailed down my chest, sending tingles through me as she went. “Well, that’s what I have for you guys. Time is of the essence. I need to help prepare the others for the Texas departure using the SCR. That mission is top priority, and Captain Johnson is already going to be upset that I’ve wasted this much time talking to you. As your mission coordinator, you can call me if you need anything. I’m sure you’ll be fine.” I watched her as she walked to the other side of the hangar to where the Space Curve Rail cab waited. Agents carrying Wolverine two-eighties were walking into the hangar toward her. Lucky bastards, I thought.

Miranda took two quick steps and then leaped with blinding speed to the plane. She must have crossed the thirty-odd feet in a fraction of a second—and not by running but with a lightning fast jump. She was in the cockpit with the engine running before I took my first step.

When I climbed in the plane and put on my headset, I asked, “What’s the rush?”

 “If they activate the SCR before we leave, the gravitational disturbance won’t allow us to take off for an hour. So, if you don’t want to wait around, we should go now,” she replied.

Before I was buckled in, the plane accelerated away from the hangar. We taxied out onto the runway, and then she cranked up the throttle. We were in the air in only a few moments.

When we were less than a mile away, there was a loud pop back at the base that sounded like a gunshot, but it was a cue the gravitational flux would hit us in a few seconds. We swayed and rocked, but Miranda kept the plane going parallel to the ground.

 “So, are you and Wendy dating?” she asked.

 “No.”

She kept her eyes straight ahead. “But you used to date?”

I suppressed a groan. “Sort of—it was more of a failed science experiment.”

She glanced over at me and then back out of the cockpit. After a few moments’ pause, she said, “You look ill. Do you need an airsick bag?”

 “No. I’m good.”

She smiled broadly. “Don’t worry; I have hours of flight time.”  

 “Hours?” I asked, suddenly feeling a little worse.

A mad giggle escaped her lips. “How hard can it be, right?”

 “Where are the airsick bags?”  

She must have thought I was joking because she didn’t tell me. She began sniffing the air. “What’s that smell?” she asked.

 “Very funny. Did Johnson tell you about the Krylian boars? I did actually take a shower when I returned from that mission.”

 “No, this smell is delicious.”  

 “Thanks,” I muttered. My face felt unnecessarily warm.

 “Thank you,” said a voice in our headset.

Miranda and I both glanced over our shoulders at a man sitting in the backseat. A moment ago only our luggage had been there. Miranda’s light complexion blazed red.

I felt the plane lose a few hundred feet. I pointed to the front of the aircraft. “Miranda!”

 “Oh! Right,” she said. She was all business again as she pulled us out of a dive and brought us to a safer altitude.

 “Who are you?” she asked the man behind us.

 “His name is Tyler,” I responded, keeping my voice as even as I could. “He and I did a mission together once.” I didn’t bother to mention that Tyler had saved my life and saved the mission. Let the arrogant jerk say that himself, I thought.

 “Oh, so you two are friends?” Miranda asked.

I studied Tyler. I hadn’t seen him in months. His dark hair appeared to have a few more gray streaks, and it looked as if he hadn’t shaved in two days. He still looked physically fit, however, and he wore a fashionable custom-made blue shirt over a green T-shirt. His hair had that mussed look, as if he might have just fought off a dozen Virrean Wolves and looked fabulous doing it.

Before I could give a resounding “No!” Tyler cut me off. “Max and I are best mates. When you’ve been through life and death situations together, a certain bond is formed. Your fates are locked together.”

I rolled my eyes. Locked like a ball and chain, I almost said aloud.

 “Why are you here?” I asked bluntly.

 “I thought you’d be so happy to see me,” he said. He rubbed his shoulder, the one I knew he had injured to save my life. The lack of subtlety wasn’t lost on me. Apparently, I was about to repay the debt.  

 “Captain Johnson suggested you might need a hand, and he said I was the man for the job.”

Yeah, and that’s why he had to sneak on to the plane, I thought. I noticed he was rolling up a Visicloak, which shows people what’s behind it but not what’s inside it, which meant he had been hiding. The Visicloak folded into a handkerchief-sized bundle that he put into his pocket.

 “I wasn’t briefed on the change of plan,” Miranda said.  

 “It was a last minute change,” Tyler explained.

 “Sort of breaks protocol, if you think about it,” I said. “Most missions are assigned to only two agents, and two are less conspicuous than three.”

 “The Texas mission has ten agents on it,” Tyler pointed out.

 “That’s a level nine incident,” I countered.

Miranda glanced back over her shoulder and I thought I saw her sniff the air again. She smiled. “Having another agent on this mission is a good idea,” she said. If she was suspicious, it didn’t show on her face. If anything, she looked pleased to have Tyler in the plane. I wondered absently if he used Ax body spray.

 “I’m a quarter Yungen, you know,” he said.  

 “Oh, really?” Miranda asked. She seemed genuinely interested.

 “Yes. I’m not as accurate as my mother, but I have a sort of sixth sense about people’s emotions.”

My eyes bored into him. “Are you getting anything yet?”

He ignored me and spoke to Miranda. “Have you ever been to Yung?” he asked.

I could have been a quarter past unconscious and still made out Miranda’s emotions. She looked pleasantly flustered. I wanted to growl.  

 “Other than the time I spent in the Academy, I’ve lived on Earth my whole life,” she said.

It was at this point that I unplugged my headset, reclined my seat the standard half inch allowed on airplanes, and fell asleep.

 




 Chapter 3. Miranda

 

I was glad when Max fell asleep. I had recognized him in the hangar right away, the distraught guy in the infirmary talking to muscle woman. He clearly had been through a rough mission recently, and I knew that, if I wasn’t flying the plane, I’d want to check out for a little while, too.

I was actually glad that we had a third agent on this assignment. I wasn’t ready to pull my weight yet, being too inexperienced and a bit on my heels after what happened on my first mission, and I didn’t want Max to do all of the work. Knowing we had Tyler along was comforting. Besides, he was attractive in an older-man sort of way—I don’t mean older as in Harrison Ford but more like Robert Downey, Jr.—and he smelled delicious.

I hadn’t slept the previous night, and I was tired. We had managed to contain the Mortalis wasps, but with the trauma of Riley’s injuries and spending the night in the infirmary to make sure he was going to live, there had been no time to rest. I didn’t want to be rude to Tyler, and so I tried to keep him talking. As long as I didn’t have to say much, I decided, I wouldn’t have a breakdown of my own.

 “You’d love it on Yung,” he said. “They have the most beautiful blue sun, and the weather is always warm and pleasant—unlike this forsaken planet.”

 “Really?”

 “Oh, yes! Most of the life there is in the oceans, but we have wonderful shade trees and the best beaches of any planet.”

 “It must be a nice place for swimming,” I said.

 “Well, there are a fair number of predators in the water. The Caetus are about the size of Earth whales and are very aggressive. If you stay in the shallow waters, you only have to worry about the Crinis, but you can usually see them coming.”

 “So you and Max used to be partners?” I asked.

I noticed in my mirror that Tyler frowned for a moment. “Our last assignment was rough. We made it through, thanks to Max’s persistence and his durability.”

 “Durability?” I asked.

 “Ah, so this is your first mission with him?” he asked.

 “Yes.”

 “Well, Max’s mother is from Rigenerare and so the bastard is as tough as nails, literally. He has four hearts, four lungs, and if he breaks a bone or gets cut, he simply heals.” Tyler sighed. “Unfortunately, he sometimes forgets that not everybody is as durable as he is.”

 “Wow.”

 “Yeah, lucky bastard. I have no idea why he works for the Service though,” he said.

 “What do you mean?”

 “You look young. I’m guessing you haven’t been doing this very long.”

 “This is my second mission,” I admitted.

 “How did it go?” he asked. I felt my face go red. “That well, eh? How much support did you get from the Service?”

 “The Earth outpost has limited resources,” I said.

 “Actually, Captain Johnson is more focused on getting off this rock than dealing with pings and so support is not a priority. He’s been pissed ever since he was transferred here. Did you even know what you were up against?” Tyler asked.

 “It’s an agent’s job to investigate a ping. We were given all the information that the AI had as evidence of extraterrestrial activity.”

 “It seems noble and all that, being part of the mighty Intergalactic Secret Service, but when you’ve been in the game as long as I have… Well, after you see a lot of people die and that those who live don’t get some amazing retirement on a beach somewhere… Those who live usually end up in assisted living, thankful for their remaining limbs and without much else to be thankful for.”

 “It’s a privilege to serve. Only the best get to be agents,” I said.

 “I’ve been privileged long enough, thanks.” He sat back and looked out the window.

 “Are you giving up?” I asked.

I watched the trees passing underneath us while he appeared to deliberate. I loved to fly. The freedom of flight gave me some peace. The sky was clear and powder blue, and I felt so good even if Tyler was being a downer.  

 “I was the top of my class when I graduated from the Academy,” he said. “I still had something to prove, though. I wanted to show that I could take on any challenge. Each assignment offered a new way to get killed, a way that had never occurred to me even in my nightmares, but I only saw these dangers as a way to display my skills. Nobody’s watching, though. After awhile you realize that you’re just doing it for yourself, and then you realize that eventually you’re going to die doing this nonsense, serving as you call it.”

 “You’re protecting the humans,” I said.

 “They only need our protection because we’re here. If they weren’t on the Intergalactic Alliance’s radar, most of the threats to their world wouldn’t have happened.”

 “There still would have been some threats,” I said.

 “The original members of the alliance had to survive on their own, and many civilizations died out before the alliance was formed. Nobody protected any of them.”

 “That’s true but also the point. Some of those dead civilizations might have taught us much, given us technology, customs, history, and science that we don’t have today. Every civilization has some value,” I said.

 “Such a naive view of the universe,” he said. “Here’s an example that refutes that grand assertion. In a distant galaxy at the edge of civilization lived a race of beings called the Kone, highly intelligent creatures who conquered every math and science problem that faced them in their quest to achieve intergalactic space travel. In terms of their understanding of the universe, they were rock stars.” He rubbed his brow. “There’s more to their story though. The Kone were also the masters of weapons capable of complete galactic annihilation. My ancestors did not record details of the exact function of these weapons for fear they might be rebuilt. Still, stories have escaped about how entire galaxies were destroyed in mere hours. The Kone would demand submission from the civilizations they found, and any race that defied them was simply wiped out. There was no Intergalactic Alliance, nobody to protect my home planet. The Yung were philosophers and doctors, not fighters. However, it was my people who had to overthrow them. After stealing the destructive technology, the Yung wiped out every last Kone that could be found. Then they destroyed the weapons, and even a description of those weapons was forbidden for all of time. Some history has been preserved, however, so we remember the terrible price of being less than vigilant. It was millennia later that the Intergalactic Alliance was formed. The Yung joined, but we’ll never forget that we stood alone against the greatest threat the universe had ever faced. The Yung weren’t coddled like the humans. They earned their place in the universe.”

 “Aren’t you part human?” I asked.

He looked disgusted. “Half. My father was human.” He shook his head. “I don’t know what my mother saw in him or why they used him as my genetic template. He didn’t bother saying goodbye before he took off.”

 “That’s awful,” I said.  

 “Unfortunately, my mother has moved to Schwartzen, and this…” He gestured to his human body. “This can’t handle the force of gravity there.”

 “I’m so sorry,” I said. “Do you see her at all, your mother?”

 “We had a gal-com conversation a few years ago.” He looked out the window.

I didn’t have the heart to dig deeper, and so we flew the remaining six hours in silence. I understood how hard it was for him, but I disagreed with him. This might be the most difficult job in the universe, but you didn’t do it for the retirement. You did it because somebody had to look out for the developing races. If we didn’t look out for them, primitive creatures like humans would have been destroyed thousands of years ago. Their right to survive and grow into a contributing member of the universe was worth the lives of willing agents.

 




 Chapter 4. Max

 

I woke up when Miranda tussled my hair. I sat up and stretched as we landed in Ely, Minnesota.  

When we got out of the plane, Tyler grabbed our bags. “Don’t worry. I’m a quarter Schwartzen so I can carry twice my body weight.”

 “I’m not worried at all,” I muttered as I walked toward the silver Toyota minivan waiting to deliver us to the resort.

The shuttle took a circuitous road through the forest. I could see purple sky through the thick canopy of deciduous trees, evidence that the sun was setting. We didn’t see another car or any sign of life until we crossed a crumbling concrete bridge. Through the trees, I could see a series of low orange buildings with brown trim and green shingles sprawled randomly in a clearing.

The driver pulled up to the largest building near the road and got out. “Do you have the tip?” I whispered to Tyler barely loud enough for Miranda to hear.

If Tyler was perturbed, he didn’t show it. He smoothly slid some greenbacks into the hand of the shuttle driver. I let him pick up our luggage as I walked toward the building as if it was normal to have a manservant carry my things.

 “Oh look! A cat!” Miranda pointed at a rocking chair on the deck with an orange and white long-haired cat lounging on it. “They are such adorable animals,” she said.

I held the door for Miranda but let the door swing shut on Tyler. Behind us, I heard the shuttle van driving away and became keenly aware that the only way out of here was on foot.

The inside of the lodge was dim and musty. Stuffed bears stood sentry over random parts of the main room, and there were leather couches huddled near a dark fireplace. Deer and moose heads stared at us from the walls. The fireplace held the cold remains of burnt logs, an assortment of deer antlers crowding the fireplace mantle.  

There was a small wooden desk in the corner and nobody in sight. Miranda rang the bell on the counter. A short man with silver hair, salt and pepper stubble, and a fully automatic assault weapon emerged from the back room. He was carrying a rag as if he had been cleaning the gun. The man was well built but with a bit of a gut, maybe a star hockey player when he was younger who had since gone to seed.

He grinned at Miranda. “Hi folks.” He spoke in a low, gravelly voice, taking his time on each word. I stepped closer to hear him better.

 “We have a reservation,” Miranda said. Somehow her smile was as bright as if she had just met Prince Charming.

He stared at Miranda for a moment, apparently taken by her charm or her beauty or both. “You must be Miranda Smith,” the man said.

I wondered if I would grow old before he finished his next sentence.

 “Yes, and this is my boyfriend Max Anderson.” She gestured to me. “How many rooms does our cabin have?”

 “Two rooms,” he said. “The living room area doubles as a dining room, and there is a bedroom. Well, there’s a bathroom if you count that.”

 “We brought a guest. Can we get a cot for the living room?” she asked.

Without looking away from Miranda, he started to polish the gun lovingly with an oil cloth as if we were interrupting private business.

 “No need. The couch is a hideaway bed.” The manager looked at Tyler, who had managed to get the door open and the luggage inside. “Have you stayed here before?”

 “Never been here,” Tyler said.

The manager frowned. “I never forget a face. I think it was four years ago.”

 “Sorry. Maybe it was somebody who looked like me.”

The innkeeper frowned.

 “What’s the gun for?” I asked. Tyler shot me a what-are-you-doing look.

 “Hunting,” the man replied. “This baby shoots ten rounds per second.”

I nodded. “Ten rounds per second. Maybe hunting isn’t your sport, Tex.”

He grinned. “You haven’t seen the game I’m after.” He pulled a key out of a drawer and handed it to Miranda. “Cabin thirteen, down by the lake. It’s very rustic. You kids be safe.”

 “We will,” Miranda said.

I leaned in close to her and asked in a stage whisper, “You did bring protection, right?” She flashed a peek into her jacket where only I could see her Voltaic Fusion Pistol. I nodded toward her chest. “Can’t wait to get my hands on that,” I said a little louder than necessary.

She gave me a flirtatious slug on the chest. She really knew how to act the part, which I hoped meant she was going to make a good partner. We’d see how she did when things got dicey.

I followed Miranda into the darkening evening, I hoped toward cabin thirteen because it was getting cold as hell outside and I didn’t fancy being lost even a few minutes. Tyler trudged along behind us, bearing the luggage without complaint. As much as I hated him, I had to admit that he was a real trooper—not that I was going to offer him any encouragement.

Calling the cabin rustic had been generous on the part of the gun-cleaning former hockey-playing desk clerk. The place was not just old but broken and musty. Tyler dropped our bags on the floor with the sort of care you’d expect from airline baggage handlers. He walked to the kitchen and filled a glass with orange-tinted water from the tap. He sniffed the water and then dumped it out.

The walls of the cabin had peeling wallpaper with purple floral designs. There was a small sink between a small stove and a small refrigerator. A sign above the sink written in crayon on a piece of notebook paper reminded us to wash our own dishes. I noticed that the sink had dark orange stains in the basin where the water would flow. A brown corduroy couch with sagging cushions and a number of nasty stains sprawled across the middle of the room. A television as old as it was tiny stood in the corner. In another corner was a bookshelf with a bible, two children’s books, and a chess board.

Miranda dug around in one of the bags and threw Tyler and me each a small candy-bar shaped package. The wrapper had the label “Bar-F” on it. Tyler appeared to open his with ease while I wrestled with the packaging for a minute.

He grinned. “Do you need help opening that?”

 “I’ve got it,” I grumbled. I wasn’t going to let him show off his super strength, and so I pulled out my utility knife from my boot and slit the package. Inside was what appeared to be a chocolate candy bar. I ate it in two bites.

 “Did you eat the whole thing?” Miranda asked.

I noticed that she had only nibbled a little off of the end of hers. “Does that mean you aren’t going to finish yours?”  

 “I’m definitely not going to finish mine. That was ten thousand calories. You just ate the equivalent of a dozen sticks of butter.”

 “I am pretty hungry,” I admitted.

She resealed her wrapper—who knew they were resealable I thought—and tucked the bar into her pocket. “We should get some rest. It’s probably best to check out the site in the daylight. We’ll get up at dawn and scout for evidence.”

I cleared my throat. “As mission leader, that sounds like an excellent idea. Let’s hit the sack.”

Miranda walked into the bedroom. I was a step behind her.  

 “Do you mind if I have the window side?” I asked with a nod toward the bed.

When she turned around, we were inches apart and I almost walked into her. She hit me in the chest like a little girl might, and so I knew she was flirting. Any agent, regardless of gender, could knock you out cold. “Ya big dummy. You’re sleeping on the couch.”  

 “Big?” I asked indignantly. I put my arms around her waist. “Besides, aren’t we supposed to be undercover?”

 “Yes, but not under covers.” She gave me a playful push. “Behave, and get to bed.” She stepped into the room and closed the door in my face.  

 “Denied,” Tyler whispered.

I showed him the Bar-F that she had discretely slid into to my pocket. I didn’t mess around with the wrapper this time though. I went right for my knife to open it.

 “So, how did you really end up on our plane?” I asked.

 “I told you…”

 “Seriously, don’t give me that crap. Why are you here?” I asked.

He sighed. “Look, I just need to show that I still have it.” He looked away. “There’s been some talk of me retiring, and I need this mission.”

 “Won’t they be upset if they find out you showed up here without permission?”

Tyler frowned. “Those bastards sit in their comfortable boardrooms calling the shots, but they don’t know shit. We’re the ones out here putting our lives on the line. I’ll make them see that I still have it in me. I’m not going to retire on their piss-poor pension, not yet.”

I nodded. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

 




 Chapter 5. Miranda

 

When I closed the door on the boys, I immediately took out my com link, which doubles as a computer, and logged into the Intergalactic Secret Service servers. The blue three-dimensional holographic display and interface appeared in the air before me. I pulled up the assignment briefing.

The ping was triggered when a fishing guide and two of his clients went missing the same day that a tachyon ripple was detected in the region. The tachyon signature resembled that of a Delta class ship. The briefing had a second attachment, a report from the Stellar Command stating that a Phoenix 5000, a Delta class ship, had been stolen from a repair dock four months prior.  

As I was reading the Stellar Command report, the hologram flickered and turned into a blank blue slate and then reloaded. The report was gone. Now the briefing showed that the ping was merely a suspicious disappearance of a fishing guide and two of his clients. I refreshed the report and the information about the Phoenix was still missing. I did a search across the Stellar Command newsfeed and found nothing.

Confused, I swished my hand through the air, changing the com link interface to communication mode and called Wendy.

 “Hello, Miranda,” she said.

 “Wendy, I’m so glad you are there this late. I was just reading the mission brief, and it changed.”

 “Let me look.” There was a moment of silence. “The briefing has no history of change.”

 “I was just looking at it, and believe me, it changed.”

 “The document has an origination timestamp of earlier today, and there are no modifications listed. There’s no reason to believe it has changed.”

 “There was a report of a missing Phoenix 5000 as part of the ping, information about a tachyon radiation signature. If that information is gone and the new briefing isn’t listed as modified, whoever did this has sufficient system access to cover their tracks.”

 “You might be right,” she said. “I’ll contact security and we’ll investigate. You’ll have to make do with the information you have for now.”

 “As mission coordinator, don’t you remember the briefing from earlier today?” I asked.

 “The Texas assignment was more critical. The low priority nature of your assignment did not warrant that level of my attention,” she said. “I will look into it. Good night.”

I hadn’t slept in forty hours, I told myself, and so it was possible I had imagined the report. But I didn’t think so, if for no other reason than Wendy’s reaction. She was too defensive.

The com link’s projection of Wendy disappeared, replaced by the holographic computer interface.

I touched intangible buttons in the air and started searching the Internet for details on the area. Humans wouldn’t have picked up on tachyon radiation, but maybe they would have seen the bright lights of a ship coming in for a landing. I was new to being an agent, but I was sure the report of some missing fishermen wouldn’t, by itself, be enough to create a ping at the Service. We were only sent on missions where extraterrestrial activity was detected.  

I found a blog post by a person who lived nearby. He claimed he saw a falling star that night, a coincidence maybe. The local paper had three different small postings of owners looking for lost dogs that went missing the same day. More coincidence perhaps.  

I hooked into the Service servers again and started looking for more events reported on that day. The servers recorded virtually all news from around the world in every locale, and an artificial intelligence correlated the data to identify anomalies, which the Service called a ping. However, the server had nothing for the Ely region on that day other than the missing fishing guide and his clients. The sheer lack of data made me suspicious. I looked at other regions across the state on the same day and found random bits of news that didn’t flag a ping. It was simply information.  

 “Computer, why is there no data for August 26th in Ely, Minnesota?” I asked.

 “Agent Miranda, my name is Jasmine, not ‘Computer.’ There is data for August 26th in Ely, Minnesota.” The hologram showed the article for the missing fishermen.

 “Okay, Jasmine, but why isn’t there any other data?”

 “No other data is available.”

I wanted to pull my hair out. “Yes, but why?”

 “Agent Miranda, I do not understand your query. The data is not present because it is not there.”

 “Was it removed?” I asked.

The computer was silent for a moment. “There are no records of data being removed.”

 “Has anybody accessed the brief for my assignment in the last hour?” I asked.

 “Only you and Agent Wendy.”

 “Besides the two of us, I mean.”

 “No other access has been recorded within the last hour,” Jasmine said.

 “Thank you, Jasmine.”

I swiped off my com link and tucked it into my backpack. There was apparently a tremendously skilled hacker in the system with access to highly classified data, somebody who didn’t want information about the stolen Phoenix to be available. I could only hope Wendy would uncover the culprit.

I was exhausted and needed sleep, but before I could even try, I needed to relax. I pulled out a thin mat from my bag and set it on the floor. I put my earbuds in and selected my acoustic Beatles playlist. I started my Yoga with the bird of paradise pose and let the stretch and the music relax me.

When I finally climbed into bed, I had forgotten all about the troubles of the day and fell quickly to sleep.

I woke up when I heard the gentle click of a cabin’s front door shutting. I jumped out of bed and slowly opened my door to peek into the den area. Max was sprawled across the entire hideaway bed with no covers on. He was wearing a white T-shirt and shorts. Tyler was standing at the door with a plain brown paper grocery bag. He looked like he was sneaking in.

I opened my door further and stepped out. Tyler smiled at me.

 “I brought breakfast,” he said. He started unpacking the bag. He had a few eggs, a pack of bacon, a loaf of bread, and a carton of orange juice.

 “That’s so sweet. Where did you get it?”

He hesitated. “There’s a place down the road. I’m still adjusting to Earth time and couldn’t sleep, and so I decided to go for a little run.”

 “I’m surprised they sell single eggs.”

He shrugged. “Yeah, it is surprising, isn’t it?” He smiled and pulled out a frying pan. “How would you like your surprising eggs?”

 “Sunnyside up,” I said.

He chuckled. “Sorry, I can only do scrambled.”

I smirked. “Scrambled then.”

I sat down at the small kitchen table and watched as he found a cast-iron fry pan, poured in some oil, then added the eggs after he beat them with a fork in a glass bowl. He then put bread in the toaster and poured two glasses of orange juice. He put one of the glasses in front of me. I took a small sip.

 “Have you read the mission brief?” I asked.

 “I glanced at it yesterday,” he said.

 “Did you see anything about a Phoenix 5000 that went missing?”

He glanced up at me. “A what now?”

 “A Delta class Stellar Command craft that I think went missing.”

He pulled out his com link and brought up the holographic display of the brief. He scanned through it. “Sorry, but I don’t see anything in the brief about that. Maybe you were looking at some old news?”

 “You won’t find it on the computer system,” I said. “I think somebody deleted it last night. I was looking at it one moment and the next it was gone.”

 “Curious. Did you report it?” he asked.

 “I talked to Wendy last night, and she said she’d look into it.”

He nodded. “It was probably a glitch. The AIs build the briefs and find the correlations. It’s likely they had associated data incorrectly and simply corrected it.”

He served up the eggs and bacon and brought them over to me.

 “What’s that smell?” I asked.

 “Crap!” He rushed over to the toaster and popped it. “They’re burnt to a crisp.”

I took a bite of eggs. “No worries.”




 Chapter 6. Max

 

I opened my eyes groggily when I smelled bacon and eggs, and I saw Miranda and Tyler sitting at the small table by the window with nearly empty plates.

I stretched and rolled off of the hide-a-bed. “How nice! You made breakfast,” I said to Miranda.

 “Actually, Tyler made breakfast,” she replied.

 “I just returned from Mylar 5 and haven’t gotten used to twenty-four hour solar cycles yet,” Tyler said through a bite of eggs. “I’m still on a 500 hour cycle. So I ran to the nearest convenience store and bought breakfast.” He gestured to their empty plates. I knew he was a quarter Yungen and a quarter Schwartzen, but I was starting suspect the remaining half golden retriever.  

I was confused. “Nearest convenience store? It was night time and we’re in the middle of nowhere. They don’t have all night convenience stores out here.”

He cleared his throat. “It was thirty miles each way.”

Miranda patted his hand. “That was so sweet of you.”

 “Yeah, sweet,” I muttered to myself. I began scrounging around the kitchen. “Is there any left?”

 “Um, I think there might be some toast in the toaster,” Tyler said. “It’s a bit on the done side.”

The toast was charcoal black and tasted like burnt carpet, but I ate every bite. “Very thoughtful,” I said with my mouth full.

Miranda hopped up from the table, too chipper by half at this early hour for my tastes. “We have a busy day. I’m going to get ready so we can get out there and start our investigation.”

 “Oh yeah,” Tyler said. “I scouted the site for signs of non-earth life but came up with nothing.”

I stopped licking off Miranda’s plate. “You what?”

Miranda paused at the bedroom door and turned. Her brow furrowed. “It was agreed we’d go in the daylight, when it would be easier to look for evidence.”

 “I know. I know.” He held up his hands. “I was up all night and just thought it wouldn’t hurt to take a peek.”

 “You could have disturbed evidence,” Miranda said.

 “There really wasn’t anything to see,” he replied.

 “Well, we won’t know now, will we?” I asked.

Miranda gave a sigh, grabbed a bag from her room, and then went into the bathroom. Moments later bathwater began to run.

 “That was a really dangerous thing to do,” I said to Tyler. “There could have been hostiles at the site.”

 “Yeah, you’re probably right.” He scratched his chin. “I’m sorry. I’ll try to be more careful.”

Miranda stepped out of the bathroom wrapped in a large fluffy orange towel. “I don’t think I’m doing it right. Can you help me in the shower, Max?”

The orange juice I was drinking from her glass came out my nose. It had a cleansing tingle to it.

She frowned at me. “Tyler?”

The golden retriever was at her side in a heartbeat. “You need to pull down on the spout to get the water to come out of the showerhead,” he said.  

I pulled out a pair of graviton bars and planted them firmly in the air above my head and began doing overhand pull-ups.

Tyler came back from the bathroom. “Are those graviton flux devices?”

 “Yep,” I answered when I reached fifty pull-ups. I then switched to underhand pull-ups.

 “Did you know they can create black holes?” he asked.

 “The guy who sold them to me said there was only a slight chance they could destabilize when you put them in reverse.” I repositioned the bars above waist level to do dips. “They sure are useful, though.”

 “Did you hear that the Endarri system was consumed by a black hole believed to have been created by a pair of graviton flux bars?”

 “I don’t watch the news—too depressing.” I moved the bars to hover a few inches off the ground to hold my feet so I could do sit-ups.  

Tyler’s voice was a little high pitched. “They’re banned in nineteen systems.”

 “Not here though,” I replied as I finished my sit-ups.

 “That’s because they don’t know about them!”

 “Probably better that way.”

Miranda came out of the bathroom in standard issue cargo pants that I would bet were filled with a week’s worth of supplies and all standard issue agent gear. Her white T-shirt had “Sweetheart” printed on it in light pink letters. “Your turn in the shower, Max.”

 “Gotcha,” I replied. I returned my graviton bars to my belt, grabbed my travel bag, and went to the shower. I cleaned up quickly and then dressed in my cargo pants, including the standard issue belt and equipment, and a white T-shirt with the letters “gl hf” on the front and “gg” on the back.

I dug in my pack and found my metabolism boost pills. I kept digging and found a single Power Protein drink tucked deep into one corner. There had to be more, I thought. I packed two dozen before leaving. I turned the pack inside out, but there were no more. I put my lone Power Protein drink in my pocket and hoped that I wouldn’t need more than that.

When the three of us were ready, we stepped out into the cool predawn morning. The resort consisted of many small cabin-like buildings tucked away behind trees far enough from each other to make you feel like you were alone in the woods, unless you noticed the bright orange paint on everything.

 “Did you bring sky packs?” I asked.

 “We’re only a few miles away.” Miranda patted my stomach with the back of her hand. “It wouldn’t hurt you to walk.” Then she poked my stomach again. “Do you have a six pack?”

 “Sorry. This is my last one.” I pulled out the Power Protein drink and handed it to her.

She looked momentarily confused, then said, “Thanks.” She examined the label. “Three thousand calories?”

 “Yeah, and they have the guts to call it a meal replacement. It’s more of a snack.”

 “Um, thanks. I’ll save it for later.” She tucked it into her pocket.

Tyler led the way through the woods with Miranda right behind him. I followed at a leisurely pace. Something about the forest bothered me. I kept an eye on the still branches above and the tangled undergrowth around us. I was hearing small sounds in the woods that made me wonder if we were being watched, but there was no one in sight.

Then I heard a twig snap and a scuffle. I saw Miranda stop ahead of me, and I ran to her.

 “What was that?” she whispered as I approached. We both scanned the foliage around us. She grabbed my arm. “Where did Tyler go?”

 “I hope he went to get more bacon.”

Miranda pulled out her Voltaic Fusion Pistol. The leaves to our left rustled.

 “Tyler!” she shouted.

I grabbed her arm. “Shh! There’s something out there.”

Moments passed as we studied the forest around us, but now nothing moved and there was absolutely no sound but a soft breeze high in the branches overhead.

 “Don’t move!” A man holding a pistol and wearing a tan sheriff’s uniform approached. When he blinked, I noticed his eyes turned a cloudy black for a moment before returning to normal.

Miranda took a step back and something snapped with a loud crack. She gasped. I dared a glance down and saw that a giant metal trap had slammed shut on her leg. A bloodstain was growing on her pants where the glinting jaws of the trap gripped her calf. Her shin was bent at a slight angle.  

 “I told you not to move,” the man said. He leveled his gun in our direction with lightning speed. Bang! The sheriff fired his pistol as I stepped close to cover Miranda with my body.

 “Got it,” the sheriff said, indicating a tuft of fur on the ground behind us.

 “What was it?” I asked.

 “Might have been a chipmunk,” the sheriff said with a smile.

Miranda moaned a little. “I’m stuck.”

I whispered to Miranda, “If you hadn’t noticed, this guy is the shoot-first-and-ask-questions-later type.”

 “Questions are for pussies,” the sheriff chimed in.

I stopped shielding Miranda with my body but she clung on to my arm. She was in obvious pain.

 “You don’t ask questions?” I said.

The sheriff frowned at me. “Pussy.” The sheriff put away his gun and walked closer. “In my native language we don’t even have the concept of a question. It’s a sign of weakness.”

I studied the sheriff carefully. His skin was sienna, and his hair was long and black and pulled into a pony tail. He was lean but had a hard, muscular look about him. He might have been Native American, but his eyes told me he was something else too. I decided that, if he was a threat, he wouldn’t have holstered his gun.

He nudged the jaws clamped on Miranda’s shin with his foot, and she groaned. She looked like she might pass out. “You’re really stuck in there,” the sheriff observed.

 “Get me out,” she moaned.

The sheriff pulled out a small device that looked like a black universal remote. He pushed a few buttons and the trap released and sank back into the ground, as invisible as it was before Miranda stepped on it.

The sheriff sniffed the air. “We probably should get under cover before it comes back.”

 “Before what comes back?” I asked.

 “Something is taking people,” the sheriff said.

 “What?” Miranda said.

 “I don’t know what it is, but I keep finding bits and pieces of the folks it leaves behind. I’ve set traps to try to catch it, but no luck yet.” He pointed through the woods. “I have a place a few hundred yards through the forest. We can take care of your leg there.”

Miranda’s face was white and she leaned heavily on me. “We need to find Tyler.”

I didn’t like Tyler, but if he was in trouble, then I was responsible for him.  

 “What’s your name?” I asked the sheriff.

 “Sheriff John Henry, but my friends call me sheriff or sir.”

I pointed at the sheriff. “Do you feel safe with John?” I asked Miranda.

 “I can handle myself,” she answered.

 “You go get your leg taken care of, and I’ll try to find Tyler.”

She hesitated and her eyes went narrow like she might argue, but the perspiration on her forehead indicated she needed medical attention quick. She closed her eyes momentarily and then nodded.

 “You have a place over that way?” I pointed in the direction John had already indicated.

 “You can’t miss it. You might watch out for the goat, though. He’s a bit protective,” he said.

 “I’ll look for Tyler and catch up with you.”

I watched John take Miranda into the woods and then headed in the direction I had last seen Tyler.  

 




 Chapter 7. Miranda

 

I had enough first-aid training to know that the metal trap had broken my lower leg in at least two spots. The sheriff held most of my weight as we made our way through the trees. Tyler had disappeared in an instant, and between that fact and the pain, I felt a sense of shock. Worst was the thought that this was only my second mission and already two agents working with me had been put in jeopardy.

The forest was dense, and the sheriff and I had to push our way through the undergrowth. I kept scanning the area for any movement, but I couldn’t see anything. With all the sound we were making, I couldn’t hear anything either. Each step was excruciating, and I struggled to focus on the danger we were in to keep from passing out. We had no idea what we were up against or what this menace was capable of, I told myself.  

The way Tyler had vanished was indeed unnerving. I hadn’t heard of any creatures capable of complete invisibility, but maybe the source of our ping was capable of chameleon-like color adaptation. Then it occurred to me that there was a chance the creature could fly. Whatever it was, it took Tyler quickly and silently. One second he was there and the next he was gone. He didn’t even have a chance to shout for help. Then I was stupid enough to step in a trap, and now Max was left by himself against whatever it was that took Tyler.

I took a deep breath. I needed to stay calm and keep a level head. Max was resilient and resourceful. He had survived other assignments—Tyler had said so. Then again, Tyler was a senior agent. He’d been doing this longer than both Max and me, and he was the one missing.

 “My place is right over here,” John said.

A goat walking through the yard bleated at me and walked away as we passed. A few very large chickens were walking around, bigger chickens than I had ever seen. If KFC found out about them, their lives were at serious risk.

 “Oh, don’t kill the big guy with the white T-shirt and tan cargo pants unless he causes problems,” he said to the goat. The goat looked blankly at him.

John helped me into the house and sat me in a blue recliner. I couldn’t remember ever being so glad to be able to sit down. The initial shock was wearing off and my shin screamed in pain.

The sheriff knelt down and examined my leg for a moment. A jolt of electricity hit me at his touch like he had dragged his feet across shag carpet and then zapped me.

 “Sorry,” he said. “I’m going to find some first-aid supplies. I’ll be right back.”

 “No problem,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere, not without crawling.”

After he left the room, I pulled out my com link and called Wendy. It took about thirty seconds for her to answer. A hologram of her face appeared.

 “I hope you have good news,” she said.

 “Wendy, Tyler is missing,” I said. I thought about what the sheriff had said about finding bits and pieces of the folks that this whatever-it-was had taken. I didn’t have the heart to say that he might be eaten. Maybe Max would find him before that happened, I reassured myself.

She sighed in exasperation. “I can only imagine what you’ve done. Follow standard protocol and begin searching the perimeter for traces of him.”

 “I was injured, and so Max is looking for him. Can you locate Tyler using the GPS on his com link?” I asked.

 “I can’t believe you left your partner alone in a potentially hostile situation.” There was a moment of silence. “Tyler has no active com link. We’ll have to hope that Agent Maximus will find him.”

I fought to keep my cool. I saw Tyler’s com link this morning, I wanted to shout at her, but then I started to wonder if she was right about leaving Max. I had broken protocol. I left Max alone. “Tyler simply disappeared. We could really use more information on what we’re up against.” Then I remembered there was information missing from the brief. “Did you find out anything more on the erased brief data?”

 “I looked into it, but there are no records of any erased data. I checked with Stellar Command, and they know where all of their Phoenix craft are, so….”

 “I saw the data disappear right in front of me.”

 “Maybe it was a glitch,” she suggested.

I gritted my teeth. “Can you think of any creature capable of extreme stealth that might have taken Tyler?”

 “Computer, answer Agent Miranda’s question,” Wendy said.

 “Her name is Jasmine,” I said.

 “There are four thousand two hundred forty-two creatures on file with stealth capabilities sufficient to take Agent Tyler,” the computer answered.

I sighed.

 “You are there to investigate. Stick with your partner, investigate, and find Agent Tyler.” Wendy disconnected.

A large rooster wandered into the room. It was handsome, in a poultry sort of way. I suspected it wasn’t from this planet, but it seemed tame enough. Then some of my training kicked in. John wasn’t from this planet, which was obvious from the moment we met. Tyler disappeared right before we met him. What if John had taken Tyler out and then tricked Max and me into separating? He seemed friendly, and Max had trusted him. But maybe Max had been wrong. Though I couldn’t imagine how, maybe John knew Max could regenerate and knew he couldn’t risk a confrontation. Then I heard footsteps coming my way from the interior of the house. I loosened my pistol in its holster.

 




 Chapter 8. Max

 

I looked for the trap Miranda had stepped in. I couldn’t see the device even though I knew right where it was. I realized that I stood in the middle of a potential minefield and had no way to navigate it. I picked up a fallen tree branch and poked the ground in front of me with each step, walking around the perimeter of the area where I had last heard Tyler. I found nothing.  

If something had taken our partner, it didn’t leave footprints or drag marks. I didn’t see any traces of blood or even a bent twig that might give me some clue. I wasn’t trained in field tracking, but I had investigative skills and there should have been some hint of what happened. Tyler had just disappeared. I didn’t want to give up on him, but without any evidence to go on, I had to worry about my remaining partner, and she was with this guy John who was at least half something-other-than-human. I never liked Tyler, but I felt awful giving up the search, partly because I knew this would go on my record and partly because I didn’t really want him dead.

I walked through the woods in the direction John had indicated. Eventually I found a cottage in the woods. Chickens clucked and strutted in the yard, and then I saw a goat, which bleated as I passed. Other than having creepy goat eyes, I didn’t really see anything to be worried about.

The building appeared to be a one-bedroom home with shingles that needed to be replaced. The blinds were closed on all the windows so I couldn’t see in. White paint peeled off the trim in places, and the stairs on the porch were worn wood that had turned gray. A broken-down shed lurked in the trees.  

The front door was unlocked, and so I walked in. Miranda sat on a blue La-Z-Boy inside the small, comfortable living room. I didn’t see the sheriff.

 “Did you find him?” Miranda asked.

I shook my head. “Not a trace.”

I looked around the room. The sheriff didn’t have a television or even a radio. There was a small table with a number of books on it in front of the recliner. As I stepped toward Miranda, the sheriff walked into the room with some bandages and splints.

 “I searched the immediate area and didn’t find anything,” I said.

Miranda frowned. “What do we do?”

 “The first thing we’re going to do is get your leg fixed.” My stomach growled loudly.

John looked at me. "I’ll take care of her. There's food in the kitchen. Help yourself."

I decided Miranda looked like she was in capable hands, and if John was a danger it seemed unlikely he would be giving her first-aid—and I was hungry. "Thanks, Sheriff."

I entered the door he had indicated. I could hear them in the living room while I looked for food. Something was cooking on the stove, but it smelled disgusting. I looked in the fridge, where I found an assortment of food I didn’t recognize and wasn’t brave enough to try. Then I saw a basket of fruit on the kitchen table. I grabbed a bright red, shiny apple.  

Well, it looked like the apple, but after biting into it, I realized it tasted like a habanero pepper. My eyes started to water as I chewed, and I felt my throat constrict.  

In the other room, I heard Miranda gasp. "Oh, my!"

John snorted. "Don't be scared. It's just my cock."

I started to choke, partly on the apple that was really a pepper and partly on what I just heard.

"That's the biggest one I've ever seen," Miranda said.

I fell to my knees, trying to dislodge the fruit. I was now just choking on the fruit.

"Go ahead. You can touch it," John said.

I hit myself in the chest. After dozens of intense missions, including one that involved wrestling with a one-ton Tiikera cat, I was going to die right here, the victim of a piece of fruit.

Miranda cleared her throat. "It feels nice. It's bumpier than I expected."

I fell to my side. I needed air now.

"That's normal. Get ready for it," John said.

I crawled toward the living room.

"Do it quick, before I change my mind," she said. There was a moment of silence, and then she let out a long moan.

I heaved with all my might and the fruit dislodged itself from my throat and landed in the pot on the stove. I crawled the remaining few feet to the door and peered out into the living room from the floor.

Miranda had a massive rooster on her lap. John was splinting her leg.

"You do have a giant cock," I whispered.

"Thanks. It's a rooster crossbred with a Teraskian fire hawk. They spit a corrosive that makes your skin burn so bad you’d wish you had died.”

Miranda went stalk still.

I cleared my throat. "Hot."

"Very." He offered me a hand up. I took it.

 “Sheriff, can you take your bird off of me?” Miranda asked. John swatted the bird away, and it hissed at him. “Thanks. Do you know what took our friend?” Miranda asked.

I thought the f-word was a completely inappropriate descriptor.

 “There have been a lot of folks disappearing lately, but he’s the first outworlder to disappear.” John glanced out the window. “He’s also the first person to go missing in the daytime.”

 “There have been others?” Miranda asked.

 “A few tourists and a local fishing guide. Nothing serious,” he said.

 “Nothing serious? Aren’t you the sheriff in this town?” I asked.

 “County. I’m the county sheriff, and technically this isn’t my county. I only live here. I’m a St. Louis County Sheriff, not the Lake County Sheriff.”

 “Okay, but what’s eating people?” I asked.

 “We don’t know they’re being eaten,” Miranda said. “All we know is they’re being taken.”

I didn’t want to point out that the sheriff had found bits and pieces of people.

John scratched the stubble on his chin. “I’d guess it was something big.”

 “So,” I said, trying to control my voice. “We’re looking for something big.”

He shrugged. “You shouldn’t be looking for anything. You would do best to get out of here.”

Miranda showed her badge. “We’re agents for the Service and the man that disappeared was also an agent.”

 “Three agents. That’s odd,” he said under his breath.

I cleared my throat. “Is there any other information you can give us that might help our investigation?”

 “Sure.” He walked toward the kitchen. “You need bigger guns.”

I frowned. “Well, I’m not really into guns…”

Miranda looked surprised. “You don’t have a gun?”

 “Guns kill things,” I said.

 “And if you have lots of guns, you can kill lots of things,” John added.

 “Well, you know martial arts at least, right?” Miranda asked.

I grinned. “Sure, I’ve seen plenty of Jackie Chan movies. He’s so awesome!”

Miranda whispered something to herself that I couldn’t hear. She might have said something like ship, but I couldn’t tell. She stood unsteadily, testing her bandaged leg. “Well, we can’t sit here all cozy and comfy while Tyler is being eaten.”

 “Well, when you put it like that...” I looked for a place to recline.

 “Come on, Chuck Norris,” she said.

 “He prefers to be called sheriff,” I pointed out.

She coughed. “Max, you and I are leaving. The sheriff has his own worries.”

 “You can barely walk,” I said.

 “I think it’s a fracture, and you probably shouldn’t walk on it until you have it properly looked at,” John said.

She shook her head. “I’m fine. Bruce Lee and I have business to take care of.”

 “Are you sure? You know that I can fix that, right?” I asked.

She looked at me. “You can fix my broken leg?”

 “Sure. You know how I am able to heal really fast?”

She looked cautiously at me. “Yes.”  

 “Well, I can heal other people, too.”

She started to take another step toward the door, winced, and turned around. She hobbled back to the recliner. “Fine. This is your one and only chance to play doctor. Make it count.”

I pulled the emergency knife out of my boot.

She looked like she might change her mind. “What are you going to do with that?”

I stabbed myself in the forearm, sinking the knife to the hilt. I inhaled to manage my pain. When I pulled the blade out, it was covered with my blood. The wound healed as I watched.

Miranda looked a little pale. “I am not going to drink that.”

 “Gross,” I said.

I quickly flipped the blade in my hand and stabbed her in her broken shin. There was a small explosion behind my eyes and the world rocked. I lost track of my surroundings for a moment then, and when I opened my eyes, I was lying on a broken table. The room was empty and I realized that Miranda had managed to knock me out cold. No flirting this time like when she hit me before. From my vantage point on the floor, I could see feet at the kitchen table in the next room.

 “This is delicious,” I heard Miranda say. “What’s in it?”

 “It’s a family recipe, but I have to say, it actually tastes a little different than usual,” John answered. “Slightly spicier.”

Probably the evil apple I spit into it, I thought. I found my knife lodged three inches into my thigh. I took it out, cleaned it off, and returned it to my boot. My thigh burned as it healed. I closed my eyes momentarily as the pain flared and then subsided.

I walked into the kitchen. “Sorry that I went to sleep on the job.”

 “No problem,” she said, and I saw her smile return. “You should try John’s stew!”

 “I’m really not that hungry, thanks.”

She took another big bite. “Your loss.”

 “I thought you were worried about Tyler being eaten.”

She shoveled in a few more bites. “I’m so hungry.”  

 “That’d be the hormones from my blood kicking in,” I murmured. I cleared my throat. “You might notice some changes in your behavior for the next day or two, but probably not longer than that.”

 “I feel great!” Then she seemed to really notice me. “You know, you’re kind of hot.”

 “Yeah, I know. Don’t worry; you’ll be back to normal in no time.”

A beeping sound emitted from John’s pocket. The sheriff stood and pulled out a device that resembled a universal remote. “Well, whatever the creature is, I’ve got it!” He pressed a button on the remote and the beeping stopped.

 “What happened?” I asked.

 “One of my traps was set off,” John said. “I put a few of them down in different places where I suspected it’s been moving.”

 “How far away is the trap?” Miranda asked between bites.

He glanced at the readout on his remote. “A few miles away,” John replied. “We’ll actually be crossing back into my jurisdiction to check this trap.” He marched toward the door and I followed.

 “Aren’t you coming?” I asked back to Miranda.

She sighed, pulled out the Power Protein drink I had given her earlier, and downed it in one swallow. “All right, let’s go.” She stood up on her good-as-new leg.  

I missed my calling. I would have made an awesome doctor.

I noticed that she had turned her pants into shorts with a knife, probably to hide the blood stains from the trap. I looked down at my pants and observed the bloodstained hole in my own pants. When I returned to my room, these were going in the drawer of fame.

 “You’re staring at him and drooling a little,” John whispered to Miranda.  

She wiped the corner of her mouth and then winked at me. I liked her better before she had my hormones. She was going to be so upset with me if she grew chest hair.

We followed John outside, past the fire chickens and the goat, and into the dense underbrush. Once in the forest, his tan uniform wasn’t always easy to follow, even with the backdrop of mostly greens and blacks. We followed the sounds of his footsteps, occasionally catching a glimpse of movement. But when he came to a stop somewhere ahead of us, Miranda and I almost completely lost him. Thankfully, Miranda’s acute senses led us to where he stood rooted.

On the ground lay a bloody weapon that both Miranda and I recognized immediately, the fully automatic assault weapon that the guy who gave us our room key at the resort had been cleaning. Then I realized that there was more to the scene, a hand still gripping the gun and an arm that was not attached to a body. Then I saw what was in the trap that the sheriff had set—a man’s leg from the thigh down.  

Then a thought occurred to me. “Does that mean our resort stay is free?”

Miranda nudged me in the ribs. “You know that you can expense it to the Service, right?” she whispered.

 “Oh yeah,” I whispered back. I wish I’d kept all those receipts from the mission on Virrean. “Why are we whispering?”

 “Because he’s dead,” she said pointing at the limbs.

 “He can’t hear us,” I whispered. I indicated the limbs. “His ears aren’t even here.”

Her voice resumed normal volume. “I suppose it’s possible he survived.”

 “No,” said John. “It’s not. If you look at the flesh here and here…” He pointed to two different spots on what remained of our desk clerk. “You’ll notice something odd.”

 “What?” I asked.

 “Teeth marks. Giant teeth. This man was eaten alive, starting from the other side of his body. These are the bits left over.”

 “Well, we know one thing for certain,” I said.

 “What?” Miranda asked.

 “Whatever we’re up against didn’t finish dinner and so it doesn’t get dessert.”  

Miranda nodded. “Well, it better not get dessert because we’re the closest food.” She looked at me with a lascivious grin. “Especially with a treat like you here.”

 “You’re still drooling,” John whispered to her.

 “We also know that we didn’t see any bits of Tyler left over,” I said. “So maybe Tyler wasn’t eaten.”

 “Was there any blood when you checked the perimeter of the area where you last heard him?” the sheriff asked.

 “Not that I could find,” I said.

John knelt. “Look at this.” He pointed to some yellow-green goo on the ground.

 “Yeah, you’re right. Somebody really hocked a giant loogie.”

John shook his head. “It isn’t phlegm. It’s blood. It looks like this guy got off a few shots before becoming dinner. I don’t see a blood trail leading away, though.”

 “If it can bleed, that means we can kill it,” I replied.

Miranda frowned. “To leave teeth marks this large means this creature is huge. I don’t see how you could kill anything let alone a monstrous eater-of-people. You don’t even have a gun.”

 “The lack of blood trail suggests it had a way of staunching the bleeding,” the sheriff said. “There’s a chance it has regenerative abilities.”  

Miranda sighed. “We don’t have any definitive evidence this creature can heal. It may simply have been carrying around Band-Aids. We only know that it is large, has teeth, and likes to eat humans. We also don’t know what technologies it has.”

John nodded. “I agree. We need more information.” He scanned the ground further. “But we don’t have any sort of trail to follow.”

 “Just because I heal fast doesn’t mean I can’t be killed. I can drown, or if I sustain a large enough injury…” I pointed at the unfortunate innkeeper. “I’m not invincible.”

John smirked. “Yes, but you are tough to kill. If you weren’t so resilient, your species couldn’t have survived the conditions of your planet with such low intellect.”

 “Well, yeah, I guess I am pretty tough,” I said.

 “I wonder who is going to take care of his cat.” Miranda asked.

 “What cat?” I asked.

 “Remember that cat back at the resort? It was orange. Poor thing,” she said.

 “It’s a cat. They can take care of themselves,” John said.

 “Let’s worry about finding Tyler,” I suggested.

Miranda put her hands on her hips. “I remember Wendy saying the ping originated near, or was possibly coming from, a mineshaft. Do you know of an old mineshaft near here?”

John shook his head. “There is no mineshaft near here.”

 “It would be underwater,” I said.

John considered. “Well, there’s an old strip mine filled with water about a mile that way, but strip mines are not mineshafts. They’re giant pits in the ground. This one filled up with water after all the iron was scraped out. The locals call it Miner’s Lake now. They even stock it with fish.”

 “We should give Wendy an update,” Miranda said.

 “Why should we do that?” I asked.

 “Chapter 12, section 4.2 of the Agent Handbook states that an agent shall remain in constant…”  

 “Fine. Fine. May I borrow your com link?”

She looked surprised. “You don’t have your com link?”

 “They’re so fragile. Mine was broken a few missions ago, and I keep forgetting to get a new one.”

 “A few missions ago?”

 “Giant beavers. You should have seen the size of their…”

 “Here’s my com link,” she said as she extended it to me, but when I went to take it, she didn’t let go right away. Then she sighed and released her grip.

I hit a few buttons on the com link and a hologram of Wendy’s face appeared.

 “Hello, Maxie,” she said. “Miranda called a little bit ago. She must have forgotten to tell me something."

From behind Wendy’s hologram, Miranda mouthed, “Maxie?”

 “We’ve found evidence of a ping, but I have some bad news,” I said.

Her face took on a pouty look. “Poor Max. If you lost Miranda, I wouldn’t worry too much about her. We can get you a new partner.”

 “So far, I’ve only lost Tyler. No, the bad news is we don’t know what we are up against. But speaking of Tyler, do you know why he snuck on our plane? Why didn’t he simply get on with us?”

She frowned. “You know he has a penchant for the dramatic.”

I shrugged. “Well, it struck me as kind of odd. You’re sure he was cleared for this mission?”

 “Yes, and you better find him in one piece. Life might get difficult for you if you don’t. I’ll keep your blunder under wraps as long as I can, but I can’t promise Captain Johnson won’t find out. I’ll bet he’ll throw you in the stockade for this one.”

I groaned. “I’ll do what I can.”

 “Find him quickly.” Her face disappeared and the com link’s hologram faded to nothing.

 “She’s lying,” I said. “I’m sure that Tyler wasn’t part of this mission. Wendy must be trying to cover for him.”

Miranda looked at me. “Why?”

I shrugged. “I confronted Tyler last night, and he told me he needed this mission so he wasn’t forced into retirement. He’s helped me before, and so I was returning the favor. I didn’t know he and Wendy were friends, or maybe she owes him a favor or something. I only wish she had more information for us.” I handed Miranda the com link.

Miranda frowned. “Poor guy.”




 Chapter 9. Max

 

Miranda and I followed John cautiously through the forest and to the top of a fern-covered hill. As we topped the rise, I realized we were on a rocky cliff. A hundred feet below us was a lake with red rock cliffs around it on all sides. Tightly packed trees stood sentinel along the top of the rock face. The water was calm and dark, but I wondered what lurked below the surface. I had heard of amphibious aliens visiting Earth before, and I wasn’t so sure I was ready for that challenge, partly because I was afraid of water. Well, not water so much as drowning.

John pointed down to the lake. “This is the easiest way to get to the water from this side.”

Nothing about the descent looked easy. Jagged rocks stuck out of the water next to shore, but there didn’t appear to be a way to get down the cliff face without the proper gear anyway. If I used my graviton bars, I could climb down like I was crossing monkey bars. However, I didn’t think I could carry two people on my back while swinging from point to point without the risk of us all falling onto the rocks.  

 “Oh! Well, maybe we should go around then,” Miranda said.

 “The other side will have tourists and would require either a long swim or a boat to get back here. I believe if the creature we are hunting came out of the lake then it came out from this side. This is the easiest way in or out of the lake without going all the way around.”

I looked down at the water. I wasn’t afraid of heights, but the thought of swimming was terrifying. “Yeah, maybe Miranda is right. Maybe we should go around and get a boat or something.”

 “No, the sheriff is right,” Miranda said. “If Tyler is still alive, we can’t waste a few hours trying to get back to this spot if it’s the most likely starting point.”

 “Maybe you should go first, and I’ll keep an eye out for the creature up here. You know, in case it isn’t in the water,” I suggested.

Miranda put her hand on my shoulder. “Are you worried about jumping from this height?”

 “No, but maybe you could give me a couple of quick pointers on swimming.”

 “It’s amazing your kind survived at all,” John said.

 “Wait, you don’t know how to swim?” Miranda asked.

 “It isn’t technically required in agent training.” Not if you are willing to put in extra credit work at night anyway, I thought.

 “I had to do it,” Miranda said.

I felt warm. “Well... Commander Addison had me do...alternate training exercises.”

 “Wasn’t she sent to a remote post on Alpha-Centauri Prime for inappropriate sexual behavior with a cadet?”

I didn’t look at her. “All right, let’s get this show on the road,” I said.  

I pulled my rebreather apparatus off my belt and put it in my mouth. With two quick steps, I leapt off the cliff, waving my arms and kicking my legs as I tried to control my descent, but falling in control is an oxymoron. A hundred feet goes by very fast when you are thinking about how you don’t really want to hit the water.  

I smashed into the lake with enough force to push my testis into my throat and dislocate a shoulder. Through sheer force of will, I kept the rebreather in my mouth. If I could simply stay conscious and keep breathing, the rest I could survive. I went under about ten feet initially, but then an undercurrent grabbed me and sucked me down. I flailed in an attempt to resist as another body hit the water above me. I struggled with all my might, but I was pulled into darkness.  

I began to panic as ragged stone pummeled me from all sides and I tumbled through the darkness. I was being pulled into an underwater tunnel and being battered by the rugged walls. I could make out a green light from somewhere near me, possibly a glow stick. Miranda must be nearby, I thought, and I tried to remain calm even as terror tore at my brain. Swimming might be horrifying, but being tossed around uncontrollably in an underwater cavern was the limit of my endurance.

I crashed against stone, shattering ribs and possibly some of my vertebrae. Miranda collided into me, but I absorbed the shock of her impact. I nearly lost my rebreather. She held up her wrist, which had a thin green glow stick wrapped around it, and I could see a cavern above us. The water of the tunnel we had been sucked into was black and impenetrable.

The pain of the battering overwhelmed me and pinned me to the stone. If I lost the rebreather, I knew I would die, and panic gnawed at me anew. I wanted to grab hold of Miranda, but I had heard about frantic people who drowned their would-be rescuers and I couldn’t risk doing that to her. It took all my willpower to let her go. Then she was out of the water, and I could only see the green light faintly somewhere above me. Below, behind, and to either side of me was cold slimy rock. I could feel the burning heat of my ribs rebuilding themselves and my spine healing. My dislocated shoulder already felt better. I realized I hadn’t cracked any vertebrae after all but that I probably had a bad bruise that would be gone in seconds. Everybody thinks it is so great to be able to heal fast, but they don’t know how much it hurts. I suddenly became aware of how cold the water was and could tell that, if I stayed in it too long, the temperature alone would be a problem. I wasn’t immune to hypothermia.

A hand grabbed me by the shirt and pulled me up. I broke the surface and pulled myself onto a narrow rock ledge.

We were in a small cave, actually more of a fissure, that wasn’t much bigger than a tent. There was a roughly triangular hole in the floor through which I could see the dark water that I had been pulled from. The walls were smooth and orange, like so many of the other rocks I had seen near here. The cave had an eerie green glow from the light Miranda carried.

Miranda tugged at my shirt in an effort to lift it up. My clothes, standard issue and already dry, had traces of blood. A normal shirt probably would have had tears in it, but the Service didn’t make Tshirts from cotton.  

 “You’re bleeding.” She lifted my shirt higher and a look of astonishment came to her face in the green glow of the stick on her wrist. “Wow, you really do heal fast.”

I held my ribs, which I could feel reconstructing themselves. “Give me a minute or two,” I whispered.

She obviously noticed the telltale signs of reconstruction as my ribs repositioned themselves under my skin. “Does that hurt?” she asked.

I did my best not to clench my teeth. “Not at all,” I lied. I lay back down and breathed a few deep breaths. I spoke to the ring on my hand. “External testis. Nice one, dad.”

 “So you were made by the Boyhen?”

 “The who-what now?”

She smoothed my hair down. “The Boyhen are genetic engineering masters. Most inter-species couples aren’t genetically compatible, but the Boyhen can help them have a child. That’s what my parents did.”

 “I never really talked to my parents about it. All I know is that they wanted me to be mostly human, and that’s why I have this weak body rather than my mother’s more durable form.”

 “My father was my genetic template, too.”  

I took my eyes off my ring and looked over at her. “Well, I’d say you’re dad was kind of hot.”

She laughed. “Just because he was my template doesn’t mean they can’t alter the gender and add in characteristics from my mother. My nervous system is more similar to my mother’s, and so are my muscles. My bones are much lighter and stronger than human bones, and I also have less blood than a normal human. Overall, I’m lighter than I would be if all human.”  

 “So your parents raised you then?” I asked.

 “Yes, but they recently moved back to my mother’s home planet.” She sighed. “They send gal-com video messages from time to time, but you know the cost of a two-way cross galaxy communication—the out of network fees are absolutely ridiculous.” She noticed me looking back to my ring. “Is that from your parents?”

I cleared my throat and looked away from her. “So, where’s the sheriff?”

 “He thought you made a good point about the creature. It might not be down here, and so he’s going to look around the top of the cliff.”

 “Very brave of him,” I said sarcastically.

Miranda tucked away her rebreather on her belt. “I know, right?”

I tried not to roll my eyes as I followed her example and put my rebreather away. Miranda pulled her microfiber towel out of a pocket and dried her hair. I was shivering, and so I decided it was a good idea and dried off my hair and exposed skin too. My clothes were designed to dry instantly, but I still felt cold.

I pulled the small bottle of blue pills from my pocket and popped two into my mouth. “Do you want any?” I held the bottle toward Miranda. “They give you a quick metabolism boost, which can help warm you up.”

 “No thanks,” she said. “I feel fine. Why do you have pills like that? Are you worried about your figure?”

I chuckled. “No. They can help me heal faster, too. Good for emergencies. I suppose they could help anybody heal twice as fast, but for most people twice as fast still isn’t sufficient to survive a serious injury.”

She pulled a Bar-F from her pocket and broke it in half. “Here, eat this. You’ll need the calories.” She handed me half and ate the other.

I ate it in a bite, grateful for the food. I had been starving, despite what I had said when I refused the soup earlier. That was another risk for me. A high powered metabolism is necessary for rapid healing, but it has its drawbacks. If I don’t eat often, my body will begin to cannibalize muscle, and when it runs low on muscle, it starts to consume organs.

 “It looks like we’ll go this way.” Miranda indicated a jagged opening leading into the dark. “I’ll leave the glow stick here to help us find our way back to this point, though I’m not entirely sure we can swim out of here.” She unwrapped the thin green glow stick from her wrist and placed it on the floor where it was visible from the cavern she had pointed to.

We both pulled high-powered LED flashlights from our belts. Miranda had hers pointed right into my eyes when she turned it on and nearly burned out my retinas. Two cheers for regeneration.

 “Sorry,” she whispered.

 “Not a problem.” I blinked the tears out of my eyes and then looked down the dark corridor.  

 “We should explore the cave for evidence of Tyler,” she said. “We can look for a way out at the same time.”

I wasn’t about to argue. If there was any way out of here that didn’t involve swimming, I was all for it. I thought Miranda was right about swimming out, especially for me. The strong current would smash me to pieces or simply push me back into the cave.

 




 Chapter 10. Max

 

The cavern was a rough triangular corridor with the ceiling somewhere high above in the darkness. It looked like the foundation of the earth had cracked and shifted, and like the slabs of stone we walked between were waiting to smash back together at any moment. The floor was uneven, covered with loose debris and large sheets of rock that the walls had shed. At one point, the cavern’s walls became very narrow and we had to shuffle sideways through. Further along, we had to crawl on our bellies. After what seemed an eternity to me in that tight passage, we eventually stood up in a large open room.

The low ceiling stretched like a dome over us, touching the rugged floor dozens of feet away in each direction. Nothing about this cavern looked artificial, and there were no obvious exits. Even the way we had crawled in was difficult to make out after taking a few steps. I realized that the different crevices in the walls all looked the same.

 “Hold up,” I said. “Shouldn’t we mark the way we came in so we can find it again if we need to?”

Miranda nodded. “You’re right. We should be placing markers every dozen feet so we know where we’ve been and how to get back. I’ve been spelunking before, and anybody in a cave needs to be careful even if they aren’t looking for a flesh-eater.”

She set about building a cairn, and I helped. When the pile of stones was sufficiently tall so that it did not look like some random pile, she pulled out a thin green glow stick, lit it, and put it on top.  

 “That should be plenty visible,” she said. “Even if we don’t need to come back this way, it’s good to know where we’ve been so we don’t cover the same ground again.”

I had to agree, but I had also resolved to dig my way out of the cave before trying to swim out the way we got here. Then I had a depressing thought. “If we’re stuck down here for a while, we might need fresh water.”  

Even in the dim light of the glow stick, I saw Miranda frown.  

 “I really hope we aren’t down here that long,” she said.

Being stuck in a cave made me wonder who I was stuck with. I realized I really didn’t know Miranda very well. I looked at her. “Why did you become an agent?”

 “There aren’t too many jobs where you get to put your life on the line to save the planet or even the galaxy on a day to day basis,” she said.

 “So, you’re in it for the excitement?” I asked.

 “Aren’t you? There isn’t a more dangerous job.”

I shrugged. “People get hurt, die, or get smelly all the time. I am not sure it is worth it. I’ve heard time and again how amazing my parents were, for example, but now they are dead. I have only a vague idea of who they were. A big price to pay, it seems to me.”

 “Why did you join if you didn’t do it for the excitement?”

 “I was seventeen when my parents died. I didn’t really know what else to do. I guess I wanted to show I could do something I knew they’d be proud of. I didn’t know that I’d be this bad at it though. I probably should have been a truck driver.”

She patted me on the back. “Well, for what it’s worth, I think you’re a good partner.” Miranda took out another glow stick and handed it to me. “You might need this if you lose your flashlight. It’s always good to have an extra light source.” She scanned the debris around us. “Let’s explore.” She walked away and started digging around the room.

We searched the cave, which turned out to be rather large, for over an hour before Miranda called to me, “I found something!”

I made my way through the rubble as quickly as was safe. “What is it?”

 “There’s some sort of hole in the ground here. It’s half covered with this rock, though.”

The rock to which she referred was more like a boulder. I didn’t see any way we were going to move it, but Miranda suggested we try. I thought it a waste of effort, but what the hell. Together we pushed on the boulder and, amazingly, it moved. Miranda must have been much stronger than I thought. With the boulder out of the way, the opening was barely big enough for one person to descend at a time into what appeared to be a slide.

 “It’s called a chimney in spelunker-speak,” she told me.

I looked into the narrow hole, which twisted and bent into the dark. I thought a more appropriate name for it might have been corkscrew. “It doesn’t look like much of a chimney.”

She smiled her brilliant smile, which I had not seen since yesterday—at least not in all its amazing glory. She was beautiful when her eyes lit up. “That’s just what spelunkers call vertical tunnels like this, and they might lead to another room or cavern or might simply dead end. I’ll go first. Wait up here until I give the all clear. I don’t want us both to get stuck at once.”

I pulled a thin cord from my belt and tied one end to the large boulder we had moved. “Take this, just in case you need to climb out or be pulled back up.”

 “Good thinking.”

She put on light gloves that left her fingertips exposed. I dug around in one of my many cargo pants’ pockets and followed her example. The gloves were standard issue and, like so much of our equipment, they were light, compact, and durable. The palms were coated with Marhid rosin, which gave the gloves a sticky quality that would let you grip nearly any surface.  

Miranda studied the hole a moment longer. “I’m going to go down feet first in case it’s a dead end, which will make it easier to crawl out—especially if there isn’t enough room to turn around at the bottom.”

She lowered herself into the hole and sat on the smooth, slide-like surface, then started scooting further in. First her feet disappeared around the initial bend, and then she slowly twisted and lowered her torso out of sight. In a few moments I was staring into the darkness where she disappeared. I dangled my feet into the hole and sat down. The extreme silence and stillness of the air unnerved me. At first I heard small sounds coming from the hole as she made her way down, her scooting against the rock, and then nothing. I listened for many moments without hearing so much as a whisper, and then I heard something, a ticking noise coming from the darkness around me. I shined my flashlight around the room and saw small metallic shapes emerging from cracks and dark corners.

The shapes looked like little robotic spiders with glowing red eyes and sharp pincers. They approached warily as I reached into a pocket and pulled out a small ball that looked like it was made from rubber but was really a synthetic material that retained near complete inertia after each bounce—the universe’s best super ball. This ball also emitted small EMP bursts with each impact. I pulled the thread out of it the same way you pull a pin from a grenade, activating it, and tossed the ball with all my strength at the nearest spiders. Even if they were EMP resistant, they would still have to fail-over to their redundant systems, and that would slow them down. The spiders nearest the first bounce froze and clattered to the floor. I narrowly dodged the ball as it zipped past my head, disabling the spiders threatening to pounce on me. I could tell that I had upset the robotic spiders by the high-pitched, robotic chirping they squealed at me.

I jumped into the hole to avoid the next rebound of the ball. “Miranda?” I shouted.

 “Yes?” Her voice was muffled.

 “We have trouble up here. Is it safe for me to come down?”

 “What kind of trouble?” she asked.

A spider robot leapt at me and bit me in the arm, tearing into my flesh. “Miranda, is it safe for me to come down?”  

I tossed the spider across the room and it bounced off stone, squirmed, righted itself, and began its approach again. The EMP ball was still bouncing around disabling spiders, but there were hundreds of them and I didn’t have any other way to destroy them. I pulled out a metal cylinder with a nylon-like strap from my belt and pushed a button. The cylinder spiraled out into a circular shield as I held it above my head, but the opening wasn’t big enough for the shield to expand to full size and the shield’s mechanisms groaned and protested at the resistance. The cord that was tied to the rock above was sliced by the shield, and I cursed as the cord whipped past my head. I heard Miranda scream below me. Metallic feet clicked and ticked on the shield. It was made of an alloy that could stop bullets and lasers, and so I reasoned that it should stop a few spiders long enough for us to escape.

 “Are you okay?” I called below me. I glanced at my arm and saw the tissue that the spider had torn into was already healed.

 “No,” came a disgruntled voice below me. She sounded fine to me, at least faring better than I was with the metal bugs.

I carefully slid down the hole until I couldn’t feel anything below me. I kept my feet and back braced on the wall while I shined a light downward. Eight feet down, Miranda glared up at me.

I dropped the remaining distance and landed on my feet. The ground was smooth, flat, and polished like marble. Other than the hole, the ceiling was also flat and polished.

 “What the hell happened?” Miranda asked as she rose to her feet.

 “Spiders.”

 “You let me fall because of some spiders?” She brushed off her butt. “That’s going to leave a bruise.”

I shrugged. “They were kind of creepy—they had red eyes.”

 “They also have a venomous bite that could knock out a bull rhinoceros,” said a man from the shadows. “Raise your hands so that I can see them, unless you’d like to be dematerialized by an antimatter blast.”

 “Who are you?” I asked, realizing I was not tired after my arm self-healed because of the metabolism boost pills. In my mind, I measured the distance to this person, measured the odds of surviving an antimatter blast from here. Self-healing has its limits, and that weapon definitely represented one of them.

 “Hands in the air, or Miranda gets the first blast.”

I slowly raised my hands, but Miranda had other ideas. She growled and marched right toward him.  

 “Don’t make me destroy you,” the man warned.

She slapped the shadowy figure in the face. “We were worried about you. We were trying to save you…”

He backhanded her with enough force that she landed at my feet. “And it turns out you were wrong,” he said.  

Lights came on in what turned out to be a room, and I blinked as I tried to adjust to the brightness. When my vision cleared, I saw Tyler standing with a large chrome pistol pointed at Miranda.

His graying hair was now closely cropped, and he wore black leather pants and a black leather vest over a long-sleeve black cloth shirt. I thought it likely the pants and shirt were insulated with some form of armor. He also wore heavy combat boots, which made me wonder what jungle he planned to walk through. He had shaved the stubble from his face.

The room looked like a giant workshop. Tables were arranged neatly in rows, and shelves along the walls held metallic parts and tools. The lighting appeared to be standard florescent shop lights, but I knew they were actually Virrean Fusion-Lit brand bulbs. Sure, they flickered a little when you turned them on, but they were the most natural light in the universe without going outside. Expensive for a workshop, I thought.

 “What did you do with my little helpers?” Tyler asked. “They should have been along by now.”

 “They wanted to play, and so I gave them a ball.”

Comprehension dawned on him immediately. “You EMP’d them?”

 “Just a little.”

 “Tyler, why are you pointing a gun at us?” Miranda asked.

 “I’m actually pointing it at you, sweetheart, because I think that’s the best way to control Max here.” Tyler pushed a button on his watch and it gave a small beep of confirmation. “If I miss his multiple hearts and just shoot Max in the arm or something, he’ll just regenerate it—but you won’t be that lucky.” Then I noticed the red laser dot on Miranda’s forehead. He wasn’t likely to miss by much. “I had hoped to take Max without involving you. I like you, and I wanted you to live. Unfortunately, that’s not how things worked out.”

Miranda scowled. “This isn’t over yet.”

 “I’m sorry, but it is,” he said.

Two shiny black humanoid robots entered the room from behind Tyler. Their heads had a dozen glowing blue eyes arranged to see in different directions. They had two arms, each equipped with guns on the wrists, and four fingered hands. Their metallic legs resembled a dog’s hind legs.  

Tyler didn’t take his eyes off Miranda as he spoke to the robots. “Detain them and strip them of weapons.”

 “Confirmed,” the robots said in unison as they walked toward us.

The machines zip tied our hands efficiently and uncomfortably, then quickly stripped us of anything that might have been construed as a weapon or that they couldn’t identify. They even took my graviton bars and my ring, which pissed me off. Each of the items they took disappeared into a compartment that opened in their chest.

Miranda’s face was bright red. “Tyler, why are you doing this?”

 “Tritium.”

 “What?” I asked.

 “Any fool can get all the Deuterium they want. It’s practically as easy to acquire as hydrogen, but Tritium is a different matter. On this planet, humans have only produced about five hundred pounds of it since they learned to use it in controlled nuclear fusion, not that they have the process completely right. However, interstellar travel requires tons of Tritium, and I’ve located a source willing to sell it to me—and the price was right.”

 “You sold out?” Miranda asked. “What about your oath as an agent to serve and protect?”

He scowled at her. “I have served and I have protected. Now it’s time to enjoy my retirement.”

 “Wait! What price?” I asked. “What price was right?”

 “On our last mission, when I took a bullet made of depleted uranium for you…” He gripped his shoulder. “I thought I was going to die, but then you saved me using that amazing blood of yours. It hurt like hell, but I survived. A month later I heard about this vast pool of Tritium on Zeta-Terra that nobody had been able to get, and when I found out who has it, I realized that I could offer something nobody else could: you.”

 “So you’ve been killing innocent people to lure me here?” I asked.

Tyler smiled. “No, no. You see, the Wendigo don’t have technology, and so I had to go talk to their king in person.”

 “The Wendigo?” Miranda asked. “Who are they?”

 “They wouldn’t have taught you about them in the Academy,” Tyler said. “Long ago the Alliance attempted to make an outpost on that planet. The Wendigo crushed it.”

 “And you wanted to make a deal with them?” I asked.

 “The king was receptive to my proposal, but he asked for payment to let me leave his planet alive. That’s the reason I had to bring his son to this planet. Otherwise negotiations would have been over right there with my immediate demise. The king’s offer was really one I couldn’t refuse.”

 “What were you thinking?” Miranda asked.

 “Don’t worry. I’m perfectly safe in this cave. Fortunately, Wendigo are not too fond of swimming, and so he stays out of here. However, he’s another reason I carry this little baby.” He nodded in the direction of his antimatter pistol. “It’s good for more than killing agents. After this deal, I’ll be off to retirement and the Service can have their fun dealing with the Wendigo.”

 “Handheld antimatter weapons are banned,” Miranda pointed out.

 “It can be hard to play by the rules, which is a big reason the Service is going to have their work cut out for them with the Wendigo. Oh, I expect they’ll win, but it’ll be costly—and I’ll be gone. Anyway, the Wendigo turned out to be a convenient way to lure you here, but that was just luck. I had other plans of trying to get you alone, but things have worked out for the best.”

 “I still don’t get it. Why would the Wendigo want my blood? They can already regenerate, right?”

He frowned. “I’m truly sorry, Max,” he said. “It’s not pleasant, I admit. It might be the worst possible fate one can suffer.”

 “You’re going to give me laxatives and then make me watch Barney and Friends until I die?”

 “Wendigo are always hungry, and you’re the meal that doesn’t end—and you’ll make the king stronger than any other Wendigo.”

I felt sick when I realized what he had in mind. I was going to have chunks bitten off of me for as long as I lived, which would be a long time if the king didn’t get carried away and bite off my head. I realized with some sadness that my best hope might be to provoke Tyler into blasting me in the head or chest with the antimatter pistol. If that failed, I might have to starve myself, but that would take time, time filled with unimaginable pain. I shuddered. Then I realized the robots hadn’t taken my metabolism boost pills. I wasn’t going to live through this—that wasn’t an option. I needed to find a way to get Miranda out, and then I could down the whole bottle and then nothing could stop me from starving.

 “Master, where would you like the confiscated items?” one of the robots asked.

 “Leave their items in my quarters. Take the prisoners to the ship’s containment area. We’ll leave at midnight.”

A robot grabbed my arm and pulled me roughly into a hallway. I glanced back at Miranda, who looked angry. I knew this was my fault. I should have checked out the cave first and kept a com link to call for backup. This wasn’t the first time that I screwed up and my partner paid for it.

 “I’m sorry,” I whispered back to her. “I should have come alone.”

She looked confused. “Sorry? This isn’t your fault. He wasn’t supposed to be on the mission, and we should have tied him up and flown him back the moment we knew.”

 “I know, but I was suspicious even as we left the command center.”

The robot shook me. “Cease communication. My orders are to drill a hole in the female if you do not comply.”

 “That’s sort of harsh,” Miranda said.

The robot next to her held out a finger that spouted a small spinning drill bit.

 “Okay, okay,” she said. “I get it.”

The machines dragged us to an elevator that took us deeper into the Earth. When we emerged from the elevator, we were in a giant room with a spaceship in the middle.  

The ship was bright red with orange flames painted on the sides, some alien markings that I couldn’t make out on the sides as well. The craft was about forty feet long with a glass cockpit connected by a slender neck to a thicker body. The shape resembled a giant flaming goose.  

 “The Phoenix 5000?” Miranda asked. “Tyler took it?”

I heard the spinning of a drill bit.

 “Oh, right. Shutting up,” she said.

I noticed some black scars in places and gestured to them silently. A faded Stellar Command symbol on the side had been partially sandblasted off.

The ship was obviously stolen and, by the looks of the burns, it had seen some action. Either Tyler was in a dogfight or he took it from the repair dock. I realized that the ship might not even be fully functional.

 “Our briefing originally listed this ship’s disappearance in the report of the ping, connecting this ship possibly with an energy signature measured here,” she whispered.

 “What?” I whispered back.

 “When I first read our brief, it said a Phoenix 5000 had been stolen, but then the brief changed and the information was gone. Wendy said there were no missing Phoenix 5000s.”

 “Did you check who changed the brief?” I asked.

 “I did, but it had been hacked. There wasn’t a trace of who modified the brief to remove this information. Tyler must have erased it.” The robot’s drill buzzed again and Miranda quit speaking and stared straight ahead as we were dragged along.

As the loading bay doors opened, I tried to think of a way to put up a last moment fight, but with my hands zip tied and Miranda’s life at risk, I couldn’t think of anything.

The robots loaded us into the ship and threw us into holding cells. The cells were near the back of the ship, near the supply bay.

 




 Chapter 11. Max

 

I knew I should be downright pissed at Tyler, but all I could think about was how I was going to get Miranda out of this mess. We had been in a holding cell aboard HMS Crazy for a few hours now, and I hadn’t come up with even a remotely workable plan. Besides my bottle of pills, all the robots left me was my towel, and the only thing that occurred to me was to strangle Tyler with it if he came close enough. I had never wanted anybody to save me, but times were desperate, and I found myself hoping John would blast his way in with his array of guns and save us.

I could see four holding cells arranged in a square, each six feet long by six feet wide and seven feet tall just like the one I was in. Buttons on the wall would extend a cot, toilet, or sink. Each cell had three solid metal walls and diagonal bars as the remaining wall.

I paced all six feet of my cell, cleverly discovering that the bars were electrified and there was some sort of field that prevented sound from coming into it. I could see Miranda in her cell, but I couldn’t hear her and apparently she couldn’t hear me. She looked frustrated, and her wavy hair was now completely free of the bun she normally wore, giving her a wild Amazon look. I was fairly sure sound escaped the cell, though, because at one point the robot guard told me to shut up as I tried to get Miranda’s attention. The machine used the equivalent of an intergalactic cattle prod. AIs used to be so much nicer when I was a kid.

I stopped pacing when I saw a robot drag the unconscious body of John into the holding cell adjacent to me. “Crap,” I said aloud. When I imagined the cavalry showing up, I imagined said cavalry being conscious. I could see a gash on his leg that looked similar to the spider bite I received. “Double crap.” We’d be on another planet before he woke up.

I could see the same disappointment in Miranda’s eyes that I was sure was in mine. It looked like she mouthed, “How do we get out of here?” But she might have been saying, “Cows moo see gout fear.” It was sort of hard to tell. I showed her my towel and pills and mimed an elaborate plan to use them. Fortunately, miming isn’t an exact form of communication and so I didn’t have to know my own plan yet. My hope was that, if she thought I was all over this problem, it would calm her nerves. But when she flopped down on her cot she was not looking entirely confident.  

An hour later, a robot approached my cell and pushed a Bar-E through. The Bar-F’s might taste like crap, but the Bar-E’s didn’t taste at all and only had half the calories. I ate it in the standard two bites.

I showed the wrapper to Miranda meaningfully and tucked it away into my pocket as if it was part of my plan, even though my plan was simply to keep her calm. I still had no idea how we were going to get out of this mess, but I noticed that she kept her wrapper too. Maybe she thought my plan needed two wrappers. Good thinking.

I mouthed the words “don’t panic” to Miranda, but I couldn’t tell if she understood me. I pushed the button on my wall to extend my cot and forced myself to recline on it as if things were going exactly the way I planned and that I had Tyler right where I wanted him. I guess I could take some comfort in the fact that I knew where Tyler was going to be soon and that he wasn’t trying to evade me, not yet. I calmed myself with thoughts of violence: when I managed to get even a pinky free, Tyler had better fear for his life.

I managed to doze off for some time, and when I woke, the ship’s engines were already engaged. We were leaving the Earth. As soon as we had enough altitude, Tyler would open a wormhole, and not long after, we’d be orbiting Zeta-Terra, the Wendigo’s home planet.

The whine of the engine was so high pitched that only teenagers, dogs, and I could hear it. It’s not that I have heightened hearing. It simply never faded with age like it does for a normal human. A thirty-year-old on the planet wouldn’t have heard a thing as we took off into the night sky. Even without being able to see out a porthole, I was sure it was night because Tyler couldn’t risk being seen by humans, couldn’t risk setting off another ping before he crossed into a wormhole, where he’d be untraceable. Until the very moment the ship zipped inside the hole, he didn’t need the Stellar Command barreling up his backside with really large proton cannons to see why he was making the five o’clock news.

I could see John stirring on his cot. He was not completely conscious yet but he was waking up. His day was about to get so much worse.

Even though artificial gravity and inertia inhibitors kept the floor feeling like it was down, there were telltale little hiccups in the system. Every minute or so you could feel the Earth’s gravity leak in briefly and the ship would shudder. Tyler needed to get his ship into a repair yard, I thought. But because this was a stolen ship, that was probably a tall order.

The lights flickered and dimmed, and as I glanced toward Miranda, I saw the interior of the ship was shrinking to a pinpoint and she was being sucked toward it. I knew that, from outside the ship, we had instantly disappeared; but from inside the event horizon, a half hour would elapse before we had fully passed through the exotic matter surrounding the wormhole. It would take another half hour to emerge on the other side. But to outside observers, we’d simply appear above Zeta-Terra.

Because the wormhole trip is one way even for light and electricity, the ship’s electrical systems were at their weakest while crossing the event horizon. So the only power is the segmented electrical backup systems. The primary power had to be shut off until the ship had crossed. The robot guards were suspended to protect their circuitry, and Tyler wouldn’t have a video feed to the back of the ship.  

There would be a brief moment when the power weakened while the next segment adjusted to the additional load. I saw Miranda pulling out her Bar-E wrapper and stretching it along the floor next to the electrified bars. I realized that the wrapper must be an electrical conductor. “Damn she’s smart,” I said.  

I pulled my Bar-E wrapper out and flattened it to make sure it would span the bars when my cell crossed the wormhole. I realized that, after the electrical field on the bars shorted, the door still wouldn’t open because it had a mechanical lock—the cell designers weren’t that stupid. Maybe Miranda had a way to open the cell door if she could touch it. That made sense. After all, I still had my towel, so maybe she had a portable hacksaw that the robots had overlooked in their search. If the bars did short circuit, at least we could hear each other and she’d be able to explain the plan.

Time went by agonizingly slowly as I watched Miranda shrink. Eventually I couldn’t make her out in the kaleidoscope of colors collecting at the pinpoint of the wormhole. I pondered the idea of exotic matter and negative mass while I waited for my turn, but the effort hurt my brain. The feeling of crossing an exotic matter barrier into a wormhole is just plain odd. There’s a brief moment of no sensation, followed by a feeling of being exceptionally heavy, and then suddenly you are on the other side.  

When the lights flickered, I connected the bars using the wrapper, feeling electricity course through my fingers as I let go too slowly. Electricity arced, crackled, and then went silent. The air stunk of ozone.  

 “Max!” Miranda called.

When I looked in her direction, I saw her lying in the rubble of her cell, a robot’s body parts strewn across the floor, its limbs still twitching. My bars hadn’t exploded when they shorted out.

 “What the hell happened?” I demanded of the remaining guard, not expecting answer, of course.

The guard tried to stop me, but I pulled it into the electrified bars and it sizzled and spat flame for a few seconds before collapsing to the floor. Miranda gestured feebly at the rubble, and I was thankful to see her move. “Well, this is what happens to robots that are overloaded.”

I grabbed a shard of metal alloy off the ground. “Can you get to me?”

 “I think so.” She started crawling through the debris toward me.  

When she was close enough, I raised the shard and Miranda looked away, knowing what I was about to do. I slashed my arm with the shard and allowed the blood to drip into her open wounds. She had so many injuries and my wound healed so fast that I had to slash my arm open a second time to finish the job. She looked up as I smeared some of my blood on her forehead injury, and I could see the pain in her eyes as her body healed. Then I tucked away the shard in a pocket. It might be useful as shiv later.

She smiled at me. “What? You aren’t going to stab me?”

 “You don’t need it this time.”

She was still healing but now had enough strength to stand up, and she started working on the lock on my cell with wires and pieces of metal from the robot wreckage.

She shook her head in frustration. “It’s jammed!”

 “Get the sheriff free first,” I insisted.

She fiddled with the lock for another few seconds.

 “Miranda!” She looked up at me. “Get the sheriff first.”

She grimaced at me but turned and used a piece of wire to short out John’s electrical bars. It only took her a few moments to pop his lock open.

John still wasn’t fully conscious, and so she hauled him out of the cell. He was much bigger than her, but she managed admirably. She set him down outside my cell, and as I raised the shard to cut myself again, John muttered something.

 “What?” I asked.

 “Your blood is poisonous to me.”

 “Oh, I didn’t know,” I replied. “I thought it worked with anybody who is part human.”

John groaned and rolled over onto his hands and knees. “Now you know.” He stood up with what looked like tremendous effort, and he looked drunk when he was finally on his feet. I guessed that the spider venom hadn’t completely worn off.

The lights in the room turned red, and all three of us looked around.

 “There isn’t time. You guys need to find a way off this ship or a way to get safe. Most ships like this have an escape pod for the crew in the rear. Find it and get out!”

Miranda looked distressed. “We can’t just leave you!”

I gave her the most stern look that I could manage. “You need to go or you’ll be Wendigo chow. Go!”

John shook his head like he was trying to clear the fog out of it. “He’s right. We’ll all die if we stay. We need to get out of here.”

The electricity came back on and I got a sufficient jolt to bring me to my knees. The electricity only made my grip tighter and I could not release the bars. I saw Miranda and John slipping out the back door just as I lost consciousness.

 




 Chapter 12. Miranda

 

I didn’t want to leave Max behind, but there really was no choice. Getting killed or recaptured wouldn’t complete the assignment, and John needed my help. He was clearly still groggy from the mechanical spider bites and I had to drag him along toward the rear of the ship. I knew that Stellar Command ships were required to have sufficient escape dinghies to hold the crew and passengers, but because this craft had been stolen from a repair dock, it might not have all of its equipment.

When we passed the first door in our escape from the holding area, I stopped and asked John, “Can you stand on your own?”  

John nodded. “I’m fine.”

When I let go of him, he listed a little to the right but managed to stay on his feet. I kicked the door panel, smashing the keypad, then ripped away the debris and started yanking on wires, looking for the correct ones. I hotwired the power into the door’s motor to force it shut. It would take considerable force to get it open again, which would buy us time.

 “Let’s go,” I said. I grabbed John by the arm and led him toward the holding bay. When we entered, I noticed immediately that one of the dinghies was missing. Fortunately, there was still one remaining.

 “Raise your hands in the air,” a digital voice commanded.

One of the dozen-eyed robots was pointing an arm in our direction, scary because of the proton pulse cannon mounted on that arm. John stumbled and fell to the side. The robot targeted the sheriff because of his abrupt motion, but the machine held its fire.  

I jumped forward the instant the cannon was not aimed at me, crossing the distance to the robot in a fraction of a second. Unfortunately, that was all the time the robot needed to react and it rammed a metal fist into my gut and drove me to the ground.

I grabbed hold of the robot’s arm as I fell backward. The instant I hit the floor, I tightened my hold on its arm and used my legs to launch it over my head and toward the wall. It landed with a thud.

I rolled to my feet. The robot recovered quickly and took aim at me, and I darted to one side as it fired. There was a sharp sizzling sound and I looked back to see John grasping the robot. The robot fell to the ground, the lights on its panels dark.

 “How did you do that?” I asked.

He had a faint smile. “Luck.”

There was a banging on the door I had sealed and then shots were fired.

 “We need to get in that dinghy, now,” I said.

As I helped the sheriff inside, three robots entered the holding bay. I climbed inside the small craft, slammed the door, and hit the eject button to send us tumbling into space.

You don’t so much fly a dinghy as ride it. They are programmed to require no piloting skills and to find the nearest landing zone, which happened to be the planet Zeta-Terra. We were moving toward the planet’s atmosphere at supersonic speeds.  

When we hit the air, the heat shields kicked in and the portholes were blocked. Unfortunately, dinghies don’t have gravitational dampeners. The designers also expected you to be buckled up, and so we were pancaked against the back wall of the craft. I never get motion sickness when flying a plane, but I always have problems with other people steering, even in cars. If I wasn’t driving, I would get ill. I fought with the revolt in my stomach as we plummeted toward the ground, now fervently wishing we had strapped in before I hit eject.

The inertial dampeners that deployed moments before impact were enough to throw us toward the front of the dinghy. Blue rigid foam instantly filled the cabin at the moment of contact with ground, protecting us partially, but my insides still got further scrambled.

I felt us skid along the planet’s surface for several seconds, and then we slammed into something hard that finally stopped us. The foam dissipated.

 “Are you okay?” I asked.

John gave a groan that I took to mean he was fine.

A hatch on the dinghy opened and sunlight streamed in. I blinked a few times, and when my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw that we were in a jungle. The trees weren’t normal by Earth standards, however. These were giant woody vines covered in small green vines. The largest plants I could see were over a dozen feet thick. The nose of the dinghy was embedded in the trunk of one of the large vines.

I started digging around the cabin for supplies. I found a first aid kit, four blankets, a popup shelter, and a bundle of rations. What we needed was a weapon, but apparently nobody thought to include that in the survival kit.  

 “We need to get to higher ground,” John said.

I noticed he had burn marks on his shoulder from where he came in contact with the robot. I pulled some heavy gauze and tape and started working on his injury. He had several scrapes too, but he pushed me away.

 “We need to get to higher ground, now!”

 “What will that do for us?” I asked.

 “We’re on a remote planet with no way to get off. Our only ticket out of here is the Phoenix we just left. We need to get up high enough to see it land and then try to take Tyler by surprise.”

 “For all we know, he’ll land on the other side of the planet. Hell, if he lands 100 miles from here, we’d never know it,” I said.

He nodded. “I didn’t say our chances were good. I’m simply saying that’s the only chance we have of not being the last part-humans on this planet when the ship leaves.”

 “Fine. The ship was moving toward the planet for entry when we ejected, and so it stands to reason it might land near here. It is not likely that it will land close enough we can witness it, but it is possible.”

I helped the sheriff up, and we stepped out of the dinghy and into the jungle.

 “With your ability to leap, you should be able to get up higher much faster than I can. I’ll wait down here and keep a lookout for danger,” he said.

I didn’t argue because he was right. I could jump from the top of one woody vine to another easily. Trying to help him would only slow me down. I left the sheriff where we had been standing and bounded and leapt and swung on vines until I landed on the top of a large leaf several feet above the ground.

A plume of white smoke was trailing behind an object falling from the sky. I pointed toward it and called down to the sheriff, “I think I see them! It looks like they might come down about ten miles from us.”

 “Great,” he called back. “Unfortunately, that’s probably not going to be accurate enough for us. We can cross ten miles, given a bit of time, but because of how thick this jungle is, if we’re off by five-hundred feet, we’ll simply walk by the craft.”

I jumped down and landed lightly next to him. “Leave that to me.”

I hopped back into the cockpit of the dinghy and ripped the console open. When not in stealth mode, all Stellar Command ships had standard positioning and avoidance beacons. If Tyler had been using stealth mode, I wouldn’t have been able to see him enter the atmosphere; but he probably didn’t see a need to waste all that fuel when there wouldn’t be anybody who cared if he was landing on the planet.  

As long as he didn’t shut down the ship, I could track him. I used medical bandages to hold wires together, eventually hacking the dinghy’s collision avoidance system to tell us where the nearest ship was.

 “Ready,” I said and jumped out of the cabin.

John was holding a stick that he had managed to sharpen with a hunk of metal from the ship. He tucked the metal into his pocket.

 “Lead on,” he said.

The way through the jungle of vines was slow. On my own, I could have traversed the distance to the ship much easier, but the sheriff could not keep up that pace and so we trudged through the dense foliage as best we could.

 




 Chapter 13. Max

 

 “He looks crispy. Is he still alive?” Tyler asked.

I felt pressure on my wrist. “Master, he is alive,” said a robotic male voice.  

 “It was fortunate for him we turned off the power in time,” Tyler said.

My eyes felt dry, and it hurt to open them. I could see Tyler standing over me with two robot guards at his side and a third bending over me, the machine checking my pulse. I grabbed the robot that had been holding my wrist, jumped to my feet, and spun the machine into Tyler and the other robots. Both of the robots guarding Tyler shot me, but they must have had orders for the shots to be non-lethal and I shrugged the shots off and swung a haymaker into Tyler’s face with everything I had. When he staggered back, I jumped forward to bash my fist into his throat but a robot clothes-lined me before I could land another blow. I crashed backward onto the floor.

I spun and swept my foot around, knocking over the nearest robot, then leapt toward Tyler. Before I could get to him, a second robot hammered me in the jaw and my vision went blurry. I spit out a tooth as I stumbled back a step. Then a flurry of metal blows struck my head and body. Darkness threatened to take me, but I fought off unconsciousness.

I rolled past the nearest robot, sprang to my feet, and landed face to face with Tyler. Before I could be taken down, I threw a punch, but a robotic hand intercepted my fist and clamped down with bone-crushing force. I ignored the popping of bones, the pain, and the robot itself. I swung my knee up toward Tyler’s groin. I might die, I thought, but I’d have the satisfaction of seeing him cry first. Unfortunately, the robot gripping my broken hand yanked me around before my knee could connect and backhanded me in the face, breaking my nose and my cheekbone.

I managed to rip out the exposed wires in the machine’s neck with my free hand and the robot’s dozen eyes went dark. I felt the pain of the two remaining robots shooting me again. I spun the disabled robot around to use as a shield against flying proton pulses. If that robot had any functioning parts left before, it didn’t after it was blasted about twenty times. When there wasn’t much left of it to use as a shield, I let it fall and launched myself at Tyler, who had been standing there nonchalantly watching his robots beat the crap out of me.

He seemed a little surprised when I connected with a left hook to his jaw, then an uppercut into his stomach. He fell to the ground as a flurry of proton blasts struck me in the back and legs. I couldn’t control my body and fell back to the hard metal floor of the ship.

Tyler regained his feet and stood over me. “You didn’t think you could win, did you?”

 “Questions are for pussies,” I whispered just before I lost consciousness.

When I woke up, I was tied to a giant stump on a rugged, boulder-strewn hill. Tyler sat on a blue-gray rock a dozen feet away with his fancy-schmancy antimatter pistol on his lap and four robots at his back. There were two suns in the sky, a large orange sun on the horizon emitting no warmth and only weak light and a small blue sun directly overhead that was brighter and warmer.

A line of alien foliage stretched from the limits of my vision on all sides, not trees like on Earth but giant tangled vines with woody shoots popping out at densely packed irregular intervals along the main trunk. The thickest vines were ten feet in diameter and had shoots at least two feet thick where they met their trunk, each topped with giant green leaves twenty feet long and fifteen feet across. Smaller more Earth-like vines draped every surface and carpeted the ground. Nothing grew on the hill we were on, though. There was no soil, only jagged and irregular blue and gray rocks jutting up on all sides.

The ground trembled. Tyler looked up, and I could see his grip on his pistol tighten. He stood and faced the green. The massive tangle of foliage to my left began to wave and stir. Something gigantic was making its way toward us.

I struggled against the ropes that held me to the giant stump, but they were really tight and there wasn’t any play in them. I couldn’t feel my legs, and I wondered if they were getting any blood circulated to them at all. My hands were uselessly at my sides under the rope.  

There were many shapes moving in our direction, a procession of terror marching toward us. I only made out shadow and fur, the Wendigo I assumed, each of these creatures larger than a two-story house. Tyler seemed to be having second thoughts. He glanced over his shoulder, but he wasn’t looking at me. I assumed the ship must be somewhere behind me. I tried to crane my neck around, but it was no use. I couldn’t see past the thick stump I was tied to.

I looked back toward the creatures steadily crashing through the foliage. I could see them clearly now. The lead creature was massive, four stories tall with tufts of blue-gray hair on its head, knuckles, and torso. Its skin was bone white and smooth as marble, and each of its hands had four fingers, the first and fourth shaped like thumbs and the two fingers in the middle thick and powerful. The creature had a flattened nose with two obsidian-black eyes on each side of it. The creature had two bushy blue-gray eyebrows, one above each pair of eyes. If I squinted, excluding the extra set of small eyes, this beast might pass for a really big hairy naked human with a Goth look. The creature’s stomach was distended, but its limbs and chest were thin and drawn, and it occurred to me that it might well be starving. Its mouthful of terrifying jagged teeth notwithstanding, this beast could be a poster-child for the Feed the Aliens cause.  

A swarm of more than a hundred large four-legged beasts burst through the underbrush. They were covered in green chitinous locking plates similar to lobster shells, but their bodies resembled that of a grizzly bear. They had four wild eyes, and each limb had four razor sharp claws. Tyler raised his pistol as the herd of wild beasts thundered around us, but these creatures weren’t attacking. They were fleeing the larger creatures, the Wendigo.

More Wendigo followed the first, all of them smaller than the leader. In fact, they seemed to be following the big guy in order of size, from largest to smallest. As the leader stepped out into the rocky clearing near us, I had to strain my neck to look up at its face. The stench of decay on its breath was nearly overwhelming.

 “Get that guy some Tic Tacs,” I complained.

 “You’ll get used to it in a hundred years,” Tyler said.

Somehow, I doubted that. I was about to become the unending meal for this big guy, and it was going to hurt and stink.  

I managed to reach into my pocket in spite of my tied hands, felt about for my bottle of metabolism boost pills, and popped the cap. I let them spill out into the bottom of my pocket and then scooped all of them into my hand. It felt like I had about ninety small pills, and I held them tightly in my hand.

 “Greetings, Your Majesty,” Tyler said in Intergalactic Common Tongue.

The Wendigo’s voice was guttural as it replied in Intergalactic Common Tongue. “Slime. Is this tiny creature all you have brought me?” The king gestured to me with his clawed hand.

 “At least this guy knows who he’s dealing with,” I whispered in Tyler’s direction.

 “Yes, Your Majesty. He will make you the most powerful Wendigo ever,” Tyler replied coolly.

The king moved with blinding speed and snatched me off the ground, the stump to which I was tied too, and held me up to his beady black eyes. “It will be tough not eating him all at once.”

I was counting on that. I really wasn’t into being tortured for a hundred years. “Bite me,” I said.

The Wendigo chuckled. “Such willing food.”

He ripped away the ropes that held me. I managed to lift my hand that held the pills just as he bit my arm clean off. The pain was nearly overwhelming, and I gritted my teeth to keep from screaming, but I couldn’t stop a groan from escaping my lips.

 




 Chapter 14. Miranda

 

The jungle was teeming with small chitinous creatures, most no bigger than a chipmunk. None of them approached us, and most we only barely saw because they scampered away when they heard us coming. John was uneasy all the same and kept his stick ready.

The jury-rigged tracking device kept shutting down unexpectedly, and we had to stop each time while I fixed it. Medical bandages are not the best substitute for electrical tape, and the trouble was always a short. The trick was finding which connection was the culprit.

 “If this thing is working, the ship should be up ahead less than a hundred yards away,” I said after putting the device back together for the umpteenth time.

 “Shh!” John had his finger to his lips and the stick extended in front of him with his other hand.

Then I heard, or rather felt, what John was warning me about. The ground trembled as if giant feet were marching, and as the trembling came closer, I could hear growls and snorts. The smaller critters of the forest went silent and invisible now. The true masters of the jungle were coming, and the lesser creatures knew it.

There was a massive stampede of beasts we could hear but not see somewhere to our left. The noise of snapping branches and trembling ground as they passed was deafening.

John crept forward through the undergrowth, and I followed. When we came to the edge of the thick foliage, we found a rocky hill jutting out. At the peak was the goose-shaped Phoenix 5000 perched on a massive flat rock.

The edges of the hill climbed steeply, and John navigated his way between the sharp boulders slowly. I could have made my way to the top in a few quick jumps, but I thought it best if we stuck together. My training in martial arts notwithstanding, I was unarmed and at least John had a sharp stick. I assumed the ship was guarded by more of Tyler’s robots. I knew we were just lucky John managed to take out the one robot earlier, and so I needed to figure a way to disable not only a single robot but multiple machines, which I assumed to be what we would find waiting for us.

As we climbed, I picked up small rocks. They wouldn’t do any serious damage, but I reasoned that the robots’ defense mechanisms might be distracted by them and a split second advantage might make all the difference. In the academy, there wasn’t a fighting-robots-while-unarmed symposium. Maybe I could go back as a guest lecturer if I managed to figure this out, I thought. I’d call my presentation “Rock, Cannon, Fist,” the premise being that rock beats fist, proton pulse cannon beats rock, and fist always loses.

We stopped near the top of the hill and peered around a large outcropping of rocks. The bay doors were open, and there were no robot guards in sight. I glanced to my right and felt a knot tighten in my gut. A forty-foot tall creature with bone-white skin and bluish tufts of hair was standing at the base of the hill. Below him and tied to a stake was Max. Tyler, accompanied by two of his robots, was talking to the beast.

I started toward them, but John grabbed my arm. “If you want to help your partner, you’re going to need a weapon, and only the proton cannons on that ship will even make one of those creatures wince,” he said.

John was right. I leapt into the ship in a single bound and found four robots waiting for me. I threw a wad of small rocks at one of the robots, but it simply ignored them and shot at me. I honestly thought that trick would have at least made the thing blink.

 “Focus fire,” one of the robots ordered.

I knew that I couldn’t stop moving or I’d be blasted to bits, and so I jumped and dodged, trying to get behind one of the robots to use as a body shield or to rip out its circuitry if I could get close enough. The machines moved so fast that I had to focus on staying alive amidst the barrage of blasts and so could not get near enough to pull the plug. I wanted to huddle down behind a pile of crates or something, but I feared they would pin me down if I stopped moving. Proton cannon blasts ricocheted around the bay as I moved as quickly as I could, hoping something would come to me in the process that would give me the upper hand.

 “Oh!” a robot said.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a robot short circuit as a stick erupted from between its head and neck plates. John had joined the fight. The three remaining robots turned on him and blasted. John used the robot he had deactivated as a body shield, but the machine was quickly getting shredded. This was the opportunity I needed, though. I landed behind one of the robots and, using Aikido, I tossed the machine at its partner.

The target robot’s defense mechanisms were triggered by the huge hunk of metal about to smash into it, and it blasted with impunity. I was forced to jump again as the remaining two robots targeted me. The walls of the bay were badly scorched and the fire retardation systems were spraying foam everywhere, making every surface slippery.

I tumbled and slid between the legs of one of the robots, and as I passed under it, both robots turned to fire on me. John took advantage of the opening and leapt forward with a crowbar, an upgrade from the stick he had been using. I had no idea where he had found it, but he used the hunk of iron to knock the head off the nearest robot with Babe Ruth-like pizzazz.  

My skid ended against the wall, and I exhaled hard with the impact. A proton blast plinked off the alloy wall above my head, and I rolled behind some crates to my right. The fire retardant systems had stopped spraying, The foam was still a hazard, but it was already dissipating.

On the floor next to me was an Intergalactic Standard screwdriver. I picked it up, leaped into the air, and threw it end over end. When the robot spun to target me, the screwdriver blade drove into one of his dozen eyes. The machine missed as it fired repeatedly at me while I fell back toward the floor, but I knew it would zero in on me in the next few seconds.

Then John tackled the robot and ripped the wires from its throat.

 




 Chapter 15. Max

 

The Wendigo swallowed, and for a moment the creature looked triumphant. Then his expression changed to a weird animal combination of hunger and panic. My ploy worked. Even a creature of his size couldn’t consume that many metabolic boost pills without feeling overwhelming hunger. He’d have to eat five times his bodyweight simply not to starve, and my blood would push his metabolic system even harder. The beast was going to either eat me, Tyler, and his own friends, or he was going to starve. I was okay with the first outcome, as long as Tyler was on the menu.

 “Where is my payment?” Tyler demanded.

The king dropped me on the ground and grasped his throat. I landed on jagged rocks with bone smashing force and was too dazed by pain to move.

A smaller Wendigo charged forward toward me, a greedy look in its eyes. The king snatched the creature up and swallowed it whole.

 “You would trick the king of the Wendigo?” he demanded of Tyler.

Tyler now looked scared and confused. “I brought you exactly what I promised.”

The king lunged toward Tyler, who pulled his pistol like a gunfighter in an old western and sprayed the king with antimatter blasts. Giant craters of flesh vanished on contact but healed almost instantly. Tyler’s robots also opened fire with smaller proton blasters, but they were doing no visible harm to the Wendigo. The king opened his mouth to devour Tyler, but four antimatter shots to the back of the throat left a hole clean through to the top of the king’s head and the king collapsed. Tyler hit the ground hard, gained his feet, and started to scramble for the ship while his robot guards covered his retreat. The largest of the Wendigo moved toward the corpse of the king, but the smaller Wendigo in the clearing charged forward with elation. I assumed these beasts must have the same drive to run down escaping prey as predators on Earth. They ignored me lying prone on the ground and followed Tyler.

The robots did more damage to the smaller Wendigo than they had the king, but none of the blasts were lethal. Surging Wendigo crushed the robots as Tyler neared the ship. The ramp lifted just before Tyler reached it, and even from here I could see he was stunned by this turn of events. He spun back to face the mob of Wendigo charging at him and fired antimatter blasts with precision, killing a dozen as they neared him—but more came. When his pistol finally made a hollow clicking sound, he panicked and banged on the bottom of the ramp as the ship slowly began to rise. “Let me in!”  

The pilot of the ship either couldn’t hear him or ignored him. A massive hand scooped Tyler up. He struggled against the grip of the larger creature, but the beast simply bit Tyler in two. I looked away. As much as I hated Tyler, I couldn’t watch him get eaten. The ship’s full-size proton cannons unleashed a flurry of blasts that scattered the Wendigo as it flew low at them, then continued to fire as the craft hovered above me. The bay doors opened, and I saw John the sheriff looking down at me.  

 “Time to go.” He dragged me aboard without care for my pain. The moment we were clear of the door he shouted, “We’re good! Get out of here!”

 




 Chapter 16. Max

 

John helped me into a bunk. Even through my pain, I noticed that he had new injuries of his own. His crisp tan uniform had a number of slices, and I could make out gashes in his skin. His shoulder was heavily bandaged with thick gauze.

 “What happened to you?” I asked.

 “We made it to an escape dinghy and it crash landed on Zeta-Terra. We saw the Phoenix entering the atmosphere, and we made straight for it. Unfortunately, we only had a few medical supplies and a tracking device Miranda rigged together from parts on the dinghy.”

Miranda walked in, her T-shirt intact. Other than some dried blood on her arm, I couldn’t see that she had any injuries. Of course, I had given her blood recently and maybe that had helped. “We’re in orbit, but there’s some bad news.” She paused when she saw me, or rather, saw that I was missing a limb, and looked away. “We can talk about it after you’ve rested.”

 “I could use some bad news, but first I need food and lots of water,” I whispered through dry lips.

Miranda disappeared through the door.

I turned back to John. “Thanks for coming back for me.”

John smiled. “Well, we really didn’t have a choice, now did we. You’d be Wendigo poop on a regular basis if we didn’t come back.”

 “Yeah, well, you could have just taken off without me and saved yourself the risk, but you didn’t.”

 “I’m fairly sure your partner wasn’t going to leave without you, as much as I tried reasoning with her.”

Miranda returned holding a handful of Bar-E bars and a water bottle. “Tyler didn’t bring along anything better than this.”

 “I’ll take what I can get,” I said. “Hey, did you find our stuff that Tyler took from us? I’d really like my ring back.”

She shook her head. “Sorry. I know what you mean. I miss my gun.”

 “Could you reach in my pocket?” I asked.

 “Why?” she asked.

 “There might be a metabolism boost pill or two left,” I whispered.

She reached into my pocket and pulled out a single pill. I opened my mouth and she put it in.

 “Thanks,” I whispered.

She unwrapped each bar for me, and I ate every one of them in the standard two bites. She made multiple trips to bring me more water. The stump of my arm burned. This was not an injury that would heal instantly. I had to rebuild so much bone, muscle, flesh and sinew that, even for me, it was a tall order. The pain was tremendous, but painkillers had no effect on me anyway and so any ameliorating agent was out of the question even if I had been back at the Service facility. Even though the metabolic boost pill wouldn’t relieve my pain, it would shorten the time I suffered as long as I could get enough food and water.

I lay on the cot for hours, and Miranda brought me more Bar-E bars and water every thirty minutes. Eventually, I fell into a fitful sleep. I dreamed of caves and spiders, and then of rocky hills and chitinous bears. When I woke, Miranda was holding a wet cloth to my forehead.

 “Are you okay?” she asked.

I looked down at my arm and saw that it was whole, but the muscles were slender and felt very weak. I could barely move my new fingers. It would take time to make my regrown muscles and sinew strong. I needed more food to fill out my regenerated muscles, but it wasn’t only my one arm that was thin. I had lost lots of weight for enough materials to regrow my arm.

I smiled at her. “I’m fine. What’s the bad news you’ve been saving up?”

 “Oh yeah, that.” She looked toward the doorway like she might make a run for it. “Well, we don’t actually have enough fuel to return to Earth. We need Tritium to open a wormhole.”

 “No problem,” I said. “The Wendigo have a bunch of it, and I’m pretty sure they owe me some after the nice dinner they had.”

Miranda shook her head. “I already did a scan of the surface for Tritium, and there wasn’t any there.” She sighed. “The only source I could find is underground, in a cave.”

I groaned. “Not another cave.”  

She took the cloth off my forehead. “The ship’s bio-scan picks up some very large life force signatures around the entrance, like maybe it is a nesting ground for the Wendigo.”

 “I don’t suppose Tyler left us any weapons.”

Miranda shook her head. “Nothing that’s useful against Wendigo. The antimatter pistol he was firing at the Wendigo was the only one on board. I didn’t find any of his ammo on board either, and if I had, I don’t know that I would have wanted to keep it. There’s a reason handheld antimatter weapons are banned by the Stellar Command. They sometimes destabilize, and things get destroyed unintentionally.”  

 “Well, what do we have at our disposal?” I asked.

 “Maybe thirty Bar-E wrappers, two towels, a ship armed with some rather large proton cannons but with very little fuel, and a bunch of scrap metal in the storage area.”

 “That should be more than enough,” I said. “Can you show me the scrap metal?”

Miranda helped me to my feet, and we walked through the ship to the cargo area with her holding me up as best she could. The ship itself wasn’t large, but the cargo area definitely was the biggest part of it. The room was roughly rectangular, but there weren’t any sharp corners. There were a few dozen black crates with cylinders in them, an exoskeleton lifter, and a control panel for the bay door. What remained of what I guessed to be half a dozen robots was piled in one rounded corner.

 “Here we are.” She gestured to the pile.

 “I wonder why Tyler had a pile of broken robots.”

 “He didn’t, not until the sheriff and I were trying to escape. When we broke out of the holding cells, the sheriff and I came here first and blockaded ourselves in with a dinghy that was in good enough shape to get us down to the planet.”

I counted the number of robot heads. “Wow. You destroyed four of them with your bare hands.”

 “Not quite. These four were destroyed when we came back to the ship. The sheriff had a sharp stick, and I had a handful of rocks. Some of the robots don’t have much left of them…” She kicked a robot’s head out of the pile. “Because it was used as a shield against its metal brethren.”

I eyed the exoskeleton lifter. “Does that thing work?”

Miranda shrugged. “Probably. I imagine Tyler planned to use it to carry the Tritium into the ship. It’s for moving crates, pallets, and stuff.”

I sighed and looked at the robot parts. “See if you can find some tools. I need a welding torch and Intergalactic Standard wrenches, and if you can find any other basic tools, that’d be awesome.”

She looked from me to the pile of robot parts I was staring at. “What are you planning?”

 “A whole lot of fun.”

While Miranda began searching the ship for tools, which I knew she was unlikely to find, I began sorting out robot parts that might be potentially useful. I saved the intact batteries and weapon systems along with a few working actuators and sensors. In fact, I discovered that most of the primary damage was to the robots’ necks, which left a number of working parts.

Miranda returned with six rolls of duct tape, a half-empty can of WD-40, an adaptable wrench, and a flathead screwdriver. The screwdriver was practically worthless because robots don’t require a flathead screwdriver for a single part. The wrench, on the other hand, was an Intergalactic Standard, and so it worked perfectly on every bolt I came across. And the duct tape and WD-40, in sufficient quantities, they fix anything.

I set to work assembling miniature bombs from robot batteries and their weapon systems. On their own, the weapons weren’t likely to do more than sting the Wendigo. We witnessed what they can withstand firsthand when the robots tried to cover Tyler’s retreat. However, I figured an explosion of a robot’s battery might be sufficient to make a Wendigo at least a little worried.  

Miranda retrieved the robot I had destroyed in the holding cell. When I was done, we had five hand-sized, nuclear-fission grenades, each capable of wiping out a city block of all life and giving you a good tan in the process. Ah, the power of duct tape.

 “So, let me get this straight. These grenades wipe out roughly a hundred square yards, killing anything in that area?” Miranda asked.

 “That’s right,” I answered.

 “What happens if you throw the grenade ninety-nine yards?”

I shrugged. “You will probably wish you had thrown it fifty yards further.”

 “I can’t throw a grenade a hundred-fifty yards!”  

 “You won’t have to. You’ll be flying the ship. The sheriff will be tossing the grenades from the bay doors, and I’ll be running like hell to pick up the Tritium.”

 “You can’t go alone,” she said. “I’m your partner, and we’re going to stick together.”

 “Somebody has to fly the ship, and you’re the only one who knows how. Somebody needs to provide some cover fire, and who has better aim than the sheriff? I’ll retrieve the Tritium using the exoskeleton and be back before you know it.”

Miranda looked unhappy. She stepped closer to me. “I really don’t want to miss out on all the fun.” She slugged me in the chest, but it didn’t hurt and so I knew she was flirting just a little. “You better be careful.” We were practically nose to nose.

 “By the way, do you know what Tritium looks like?” I asked.

She smiled and backed away a few steps. “In its pure form, it’s a gas; but what this ship needs, and what I would hope Tyler was planning to get from the Wendigo, is a liquid—tritiated water. It isn’t really water, so don’t drink it. It’s green, and it’s very bad to even touch. So don’t get any on you.” She considered me for a second. “Well, you regenerate and so you might survive, but it would probably still not be pleasant.”

I looked back at the exoskeleton. It could carry boxes all day long, but I saw a definite problem with my plan. “It’s a liquid?”

 “If it isn’t, we have a problem because we don’t have a way to process it into the liquid form we need.”

 “I’ll keep that in mind, but I don’t have a way of transporting a liquid.”

 “Sure you do.” She pointed to one of the black crates holding silver cylinders about twice the size of fire extinguishers with a nozzle on the end of each. “We need to fill one of those cylinders.”

I looked at the cylinder skeptically. “I thought Tyler said it takes multiple tons for intergalactic space travel.”

 “It does for large vessels, but for this ship, we really only need a ton. One cylinder should hold enough tritiated water for our return trip.”

I studied her eyes, which sparkled. “When you say ‘should’ you make me feel all warm and fuzzy inside.”

She stepped toward me again and lightly put a hand on my cheek. “Just be safe, okay?”

 “That’s me. A role-model for safety in an unsafe world.”

Miranda hesitated with her eyes locked on mine, then turned and left the storage area. I stood there for a while watching the door she left through. When I snapped out of it, I went back to work, attaching the cylinder to the exoskeleton because the machine didn’t have hands to grip it.

 




 Chapter 17. Max

 

The exoskeleton was an older model made of titanium and steel. Lubrication was leaking from one of the joints, and I wondered what problems that might lead to. When I climbed in, I noticed the seat cushion had a tear in it and the controls were covered in stickiness that might have been from cotton candy or machine adhesive—I couldn’t tell which.

John helped strap me in. “When we’re near the ground, I’ll drop two of the grenades to scatter, or preferably disintegrate, any hostiles down there, but you won’t have much time before they converge on you.”

 “That’s comforting,” I said.

 “We’ll have to resume orbit to avoid damage to the ship. When you have the Tritium, call us on the com link.” John handed me a metal device that might have been a small mp3 player, much smaller than the standard com link we used in the Service. “We’ll swoop down, drop the remaining three grenades to clear the area, and pick you up.”

 “Sounds easy. How do I avoid getting blown up by the grenades you’re dropping?”

 “We’ll call you on your com link with an all-clear. You probably don’t want to enter the landing zone until after everything else is crispy anyway.”

 “Gotcha. I’ll remember that part.” I flipped a control panel switch and the exoskeleton whirred to life. I took a few unsteady steps as I accustomed myself to walking in it. The left leg was not moving smoothly.

Miranda’s voice came over the intercom. “We’ll be reentering the atmosphere in five seconds.” I counted down silently, then felt the ship tremble slightly as it hit the atmosphere. Miranda spoke again over the intercom. “We’ll be in range of the landing area in twenty seconds.” John picked up a homemade grenade in each hand.

 “Safety tip: don’t accidentally drop one of those in the ship,” I said.

He smiled at me. “Just worry about your job and I’ll worry about mine.”  

 “Five seconds,” Miranda’s voice echoed.

The bay doors opened, and John looked down into the leafy green expanse below. I could see giant shapes moving down there amidst the greenery, massive creatures with white skin and tufts of blue-gray hair. From up above, it looked like a battle was waging between them. I wondered if Tyler had killed their leader with his antimatter blasts or if the creature had recovered from his wounds but died of starvation, unable to consume enough calories fast enough to stay alive, and left them in a civil war.  

John tossed two grenades out of the ship and watched from the bay doors as they fell. At the last second, he ducked inside and covered his eyes. Moments later I felt a blast of heat from the opening. Even from this height, it felt like I was sitting much too close to a bonfire.

 “Go! Go! Go!” John ordered.  

I trundled to the bay door opening and looked down. We were twenty feet from the ground, and so I jumped. The instant I hit the ground, the ship was ascending into the sky. I watched it go for a moment, then realized how little time I had before I was lunch for a Wendigo or some other alien creature and turned away.

The rocky ground was coated in a fine layer of gray ash, the remains of the vines that had been here moments ago. At the perimeter of the blast, the vines had some glowing embers on them, but it didn’t look like a wild fire had started, not yet.  

I noted an opening in the side of a cliff, but it wasn’t a cave. An ornate and decorated doorway arched upward thirty feet. I made straight for it. Gears whined as I walked. As I approached, I wondered who had made this big doorway and probably the space behind it. The Wendigo didn’t seem like an artistic species, but maybe I had misjudged them.

I entered the ornate archway, and twenty feet into the passage, I ran into a large pool of dark water and a waterfall with no path around it. I turned the exoskeleton headlamps on, but the flickering light didn’t penetrate the water’s murky depths.

I quickly unbuckled myself, climbed out of the exoskeleton, and approached the water. The room was large and so there was much space for the sound to dissipate, but the waterfall was loud and I knew I could not hear a thousand Wendigos if they followed me into the cave. I kept looking over my shoulder. I also felt vulnerable because the only exit was the doorway I had entered through. I couldn’t simply wade into the water with the exoskeleton. The water wouldn’t hurt it, but I didn’t have a rebreather and I might drown if the water was too deep.

I knelt on the stone floor and looked closely at the water. There might be alien predatory fish swimming in this pond, maybe armored piranha-like fish or some alligator-like creature that would bite me in two. I saw nothing in the eddies of moving water.

I checked the entrance again and saw a massive shape in the doorway. I was out of time. I jumped into the water and swam toward the waterfall. I could hear a bellow of rage from behind me, but I didn’t look back. Once again my abysmal swimming ability came back to haunt me, and I had to exert tremendous willpower not to panic and sink to the bottom immediately. I kept my head above the water as best I could by kicking vigorously with my legs and swinging my arms from front to side in sort of a modified breaststroke. I had seen plenty of people swim in high school, in college, on TV, but I had always avoided swimming whenever possible because water scares the hell out of me.

When I got to the waterfall, I looked back at the shore and saw a Wendigo glaring at me from where I had entered the water. It hadn’t entered the pond though, and I didn’t know if that was comforting or not. As I approached the thin waterfall, I could see a door on the other side.

I held my breath and pushed through the cascade until I came out on the other side of the wall of water sputtering. I pulled myself up onto the hard stone floor and took a few difficult breaths while scanning the corridor ahead. I then glanced back at the waterfall. There was no sign of the Wendigo following me, but then I could not see through the water either. I turned around again, and the hallway ahead glowed with a glossy green light along the floor.

The passage was free of dust, dirt and debris, the floor smooth stone and the walls ornately carved with vines and animals that I didn’t recognize. The passage went ever so slightly uphill. I walked for a half mile before coming to a large room.

Green fluid trickled down the walls and into pools, and there were rivulets in small grooves in the floor. The room was a hundred feet long and twenty feet across. There was nothing inside to indicate the purpose of the room, but the walls had more ornate etchings.

 “Halt!” said a high pitched voice in Intergalactic Common from my right.

I turned to a little furry creature with large eyes pointing a wooden spear at me. The Dark Side be damned. If he was an Ewok, I would wipe out his whole village on principle alone. I was still upset with George Lucas over ruining Return of the Jedi with those little beasts.

I looked down at him, eyeing him carefully lest he prove to be some kind of ninja warrior with that spear. “Hi there, little guy. Are you an Ewok?” I asked innocently.  

As I spoke, I noticed his necklace making strange clicking sounds, an old-fashion universal translator. Anything I said, the device would repeat back in his language and vice-versa.

He growled at me, and I found it comforting. “I am a Magnoculous, trespasser.”

I looked him over closely. He didn’t have a funny tattered hat on, and he wasn’t sniffing me or making weird squeaking sounds. Then I saw that his brown fur wasn’t really fur. Rather, he was covered in porcupine-like quills that stood on end each time I moved. I decided I was going to let him live. “Sorry about that, Magnum. I’m just in here looking for some tritiated water.”

The little guy showed his teeth, which were blunt, thick, and yellow. He really needed some whitening strips and to maybe cut back on the cigarettes. “You admit then that you are a thief.”

 “Thief? Hey buddy, I paid an arm for the tritiated water.”

 “You didn’t pay us, and it is ours. Come with me or die where you stand.” He turned his back and began walking down the hall. At first, I thought he was being rather trusting to turn his back on a potential enemy, but then I realized at least a dozen of his friends were standing behind me with weapons made of wood and stone.

I sighed and followed the little guy. When we reached the other side of the room, I could see a door that was larger than the opening into this place and more ornate than anything I had seen yet. The stone had fist-size rubies and diamonds mounted in veins of silver and gold. Rivulets of the strange, glowing liquid flowed around the outside of the doorframe and to the floor to join the other etched pathways that lit the room.

I paused to admire the arch, quickly realizing my mistake when thick ropes that might have been vines looped around me. I was hogtied in record time. I didn’t bother resisting or complaining as they dragged me backward down the hall. I simply studied my captors that followed. They had four fingers, the first and last of them thumbs, and four toes. At first glance, I hadn’t noticed they had four eyes, but they each had two black, beady eyes on either side of their little furry snouts.

 “So, you guys don’t entertain very often, do you?” I asked.

One of the little guys poked me with a stick.

 “Hey now, that wasn’t very…”  

I was poked again. I stared at the guy who had poked me, committing his spiky gray face to memory. I planned to bust that stick over his head the first chance I got.

 




 Chapter 18. Miranda

 

Sparks flew out of the Phoenix’s console accompanied by fizzing and popping sounds. I ripped off the side panel and began searching through wires. The problem with stealing a ship from a repair dock is that it was there for a reason.

John tapped a blinking panel. “There’s a pressure leak in the starboard reflector.”

 “Crap.” I put down the wires and moved to the environmental controls.  

Par for this mission, I thought, everything spinning out of control. Even though John wasn’t an agent, he felt like he was another partner and I wasn’t going to lose another partner. I resolved to fix this mess, get Max, and be on our way.

I flipped through a few commands and sealed off the life support for the cabin from the rest of the ship. That would prevent us from losing all of our oxygen immediately, but the rest of the ship was unusable for the moment.

I hurried back to the wires I had left dangling. “Blue to red or blue to green,” I mumbled.

 “You instill me with such confidence in your skills,” John said. “Maybe you should flip a coin.”

I attached the blue wire to the pink wire and slammed the panel shut. “Close enough.”

John rolled his eyes. “I’m sure it doesn’t really matter.”

I grabbed a screwdriver and went to the rear cockpit airlock door.

 “You forgot to turn life support back on,” John said.

 “No, I didn’t. We need to save the air we have until that leak is fixed. There will be enough oxygen left for me to get the repair done.”

 “You will be subjected to freezing temperatures.”

 “I’ll work fast. I need you to keep an eye on the com link for Max’s call. If anything else comes up while I’m making the repair, you should be able to contact me on the intercom,” I said.

Before he could argue, I opened the airlock at the back of the cockpit and stepped out. With life support suspended, the temperature was already dropping; but if I had left it on, our remaining energy and oxygen would have been depleted.

I made it to the starboard access hatch and crawled into the latticework of the ship’s hull. My breath fogged the air as I wriggled my way to the reflector panel. About a foot of composites and metal stood between me and the near vacuum of space, but the surface of the latticework was ice cold. A strong wind whistled past me and toward a thin gap in the reflector. The weld in the composite had split, and I was going to need to find a torch to reattach it. I banged my screwdriver against it to see if it would budge. The whole ship rocked and tilted sideways at that moment and I dropped the screwdriver. I watched it fall into the darkness below me.

 “Miranda,” John’s voice said over the intercom. “A port stabilizer strut burst. It looks like we might tumble into the atmosphere soon. Just thought you should know.”

I cursed like a Stellar Command maintenance worker. The ship would break apart if we reentered in a spin. I figured I had fifteen minutes of air left, give or take, but I would probably freeze to death before I suffocated.

 “Oh, and the control panel is making a strange humming sound,” he added.

 “Anything else?” I yelled. Unfortunately, the intercom was one-way communication when in the latticework.

I scrambled back down the latticework to deal with the strut. I had to fix it before the leak because having the entire ship break apart was a more imminent problem than suffocating. Both outcomes sucked, but first things first.  

I exited the access hatch and zipped toward the back of the listing ship. Because we were tilted to the port side, I had to walk on the wall rather than the floor. I entered the holding bay and followed a ladder to the strut that John had reported broken. The damage wasn’t as bad as I expected. There were some loose screws allowing graviton seepage. If only I had the screwdriver that I had just lost, I thought. I bit back a scream.

I looked back into the bay area and saw a roll of duct tape, jumped to it, and grabbed it. I fixed the strut with ample gray tape, nearly the whole roll, and the ship righted itself immediately. I fell down to the bay floor and crates tumbled on top of me. The icy air told me that I was running out of time.

Armed with what was left of my favorite fix-all, I hopped through the debris, then through the rest of ship to the starboard reflector’s access panel. I finished off the roll of duct tape, sealing the leak, and the day was saved.

I vowed never to tell anybody that a ship that would need to go through a wormhole, if all went according to plan, was being held together by duct tape. I descended the latticework and reentered the corridor leading to the cockpit. I wondered if the ship would disintegrate on atmospheric reentry when Max called, if he called. The last thought was sobering.

 




 Chapter 19. Max

 

They dragged me a good mile down different hallways and through small rooms. The whole way, I scrutinized both the little creatures and the walls. I concluded that these creatures were civilized but that said civilization was not very advanced. Somebody had given them universal translators, which meant that they had at least had contact with the Intergalactic Alliance at some point. Somebody knew they existed and thought they were worth talking with.

They had spears with rock tips and short knives made of wood and stone, but nothing made of steel, iron, or bronze. I wondered how they even survived on the same planet as the Wendigo. I also observed that they didn’t wear any clothes other than the occasional belt with a leather pouch on it. Some of them had crude bone bracelets and necklaces, and I wondered what these little guys carried in their pouches. Did they have money or were the pouches for medicine or maybe food? I was starving, and the thought of food made me feel all the worse. I had been living off Bar-E bars, which weren’t doing my colon any favors.

I was expecting them to take me to their leader. Imagine my surprise when they threw me in a wooden cage and walked away.

The cage wasn’t much. It looked like it was made of a woody variety of vines and was lashed together with other vines. The room had one exit with two guards standing near it. I noticed that one of them also had a universal translator around his neck.

 “Hey, you!” I called to the nearest Magnoculous.  

He marched over. “What do you want?”

 “Don’t I get a trial or something? I want to talk to your leader.”

 “You had a trial before the leader, and it was he who put you in here. Now you stay here.”

I groaned. “Look, I didn’t know he was your Grand Poobah or whatever. Can you bring him back here?”

 “I cannot bring him anywhere. He is the leader, and we follow him.” The Magnoculous looked around conspiratorially. “You’ll probably get off with good behavior in two years.”

 “You’re going to keep me tied up for two years?”

 “Relax. There’s a stone right over there. If you are skilled, you can probably get the ropes off in a few hours.”

I realized for the first time that I shared this cage with a small skeletal body, and in his boney hand was a stone. “What happened to that guy?”

 “He only made it a few hours.” The guard turned around and walked back to his post.

I had to admit that I had been in worse situations this week, but that wasn’t saying much for my week. I did have to wonder what did in this little fellow after so short a stay, if the guard could be believed anyway. I scooted over to the skeletal Magnoculous, took the rock from his boney little fingers, and started working on my rope. The guards watched me with polite interest. It only took me twenty minutes to get free of the ropes and get stabbed in the chest with a spear. I think the little guy stabbing me was a little surprised when I rolled my eyes and pulled the spear out of my chest.

I took his spear away and broke it over my knee. “Be nice! I’m not going to hurt you.”

He shouted in a language I didn’t understand, but I was willing to bet that he was either calling for help or that he was really angry about having his stick broken. Moments later other guards charged into the room.

My initial attacker backed up as other guards advanced on me with their spears pointed warily at me. I walked to the cage door, shook it a little, and then lifted the whole cage up. There was no floor to the thing, and so I held it up at waist level. It was clearly meant to hold much littler folks. I tipped the cage over in a heap behind me.

The little pricks then stabbed me a good thirty times, but I only took their weapons, broke and then discarded them. I started walking down the hall determined to find the Poobah. I could do this all day, but if it came to it, I’d start hurting them. I was going to try the most peaceful way first, though. I’d like to think of it as passive resistance, sort of like a sit-in but you get stabbed more. Luke Skywalker never had to put up with this shit, I thought.

 “Halt!” a voice commanded from behind me.

When I turned around, the Grand Poobah himself was pointing his spear at me. “There you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” I told him.

 “I will not allow you to hurt my people or take our livelihood.”

I sighed. “Look, buddy. I don’t want to hurt anybody.” I pointed at the host of other little guys around him that used to have longer weapons. “I didn’t hurt these guys, did I?”

The Grand Poobah charged me. I sidestepped him but he stabbed me on the way by. I grabbed his spear, broke it, and tossed it aside. His quills flared and he charged at me again with his teeth bared. He was a brave little guy, I thought as I popped him in the nose with my fist and he went flying. He left a few little quills in my skin.

 “Seriously. Stop it before I really do hurt somebody,” I said as I plucked out the quills.

The Poobah shook his head for a moment. He looked dazed, but I didn’t think I had hit him that hard.  

He stood shakily to his feet. “Surrender yourself!”

 “Look, dude. I could kill your whole village, but I only want to get off your planet and get back to mine.”

He charged me and I grabbed his arm, spun him around with a joint lock and forced him to the ground.  

I twisted his arm a little more. “Say Ewok!”  

He groaned and struggled for a moment. “Ewok,” the Poobah finally grunted. I let him up, and he seemed utterly defeated.  

 “Is there any way I can buy or trade for the Tritium?”

He shook his head. “We need it for light.” He indicated the green liquid flowing down the walls and in the etched grooves on the floor.

 “Oh.” I realized for the first time that they didn’t have any other source of light in these hallways.

The Poobah looked up. “There is one thing you could give us that we would trade the Tritium for.” He looked hard into my face.

 “And that would be?”

 “Freedom.”

He had me stumped there. “Hmm. Freedom from what?”

 “From the darkness. We want to live under the suns again, like our ancestors before us.”

 “How do I do that?”

 “Help us defeat the Wendigo that have driven us into hiding.”

 “Is that all? It took everything I had to kill one, and that was largely by luck. I doubt I could kill off all of them.”

 “You don’t have to. We will defeat them if you bring us the weapon we need.”

 “Look, buddy. They heal just like me, and they are bigger and stronger than I am—lots bigger and stronger. I don’t care if I give you the biggest rocks and sticks on the planet, you aren’t going to kill them.”

 “We don’t need more rocks.” He gestured around himself at the stone walls and ceiling. “We need the venom that they fear.”

 “They fear a poison?” I ask skeptically. I knew that most poisons had virtually no effect on me. At worst, I might get a mildly upset stomach. I obviously didn’t know the limits of the Wendigo, but their regenerative ability seemed, if anything, greater than mine.

 “There is a breed of snake with a venom so toxic that it can even kill the Wendigo.”

 “Snakes. I don’t really like snakes that much,” I said.

 “Well, if you want to buy the Tritium, that’s what you need to bring us. We’ll need you to find a hundred Spearback Vipers.”

 “Poisonous vipers? And just a hundred? How am I supposed to carry a hundred venomous snakes back here?”

The Poobah snapped his fingers and a small Magnoculous brought a satchel forward. “This will hold a hundred baby Spearback Vipers.”

 “Okay. Well, at least they are small. What do they look like and where do I find them?”

The Poobah walked to a wall and pointed a picture etched in the wall, a little Magnoculous riding on the back of a giant hooded snake with a row of large sharp spines down its back. “We used to ride them and breed them, but when people like you came here, they hunted the snakes for their poison and killed all they found. Then the Wendigo grew strong and we were forced to hide in holes and caves. I don’t know if any of the Spearbacks survived, but if they did, maybe they can be found near our former homes. Come with me to the map room and I will show you the location of our ancestral homes.” He strode off down the corridor with all the other little Magnoculous following him.  

I stood for a moment longer looking at the depiction of giant snakes, and then I followed the Poobah, too.

 




 Chapter 20. Max

 

 “Hey, Miranda. I have good news!” I said over my com link.

 “You found the tritiated water?” She sounded happy.

 “Yes, and lots of it.”

 “Great! We’ll be down to get you in two minutes.”

 “Hold on. I don’t technically have it yet.”

 “Why not?”

 “Well, it is owned by porcupines, and they need me to bring them some toxic baby snakes.”

 “The who need you to do what?” she stammered.

 “It’s a long story. Let it suffice to say I’m delayed and will call when I have the Tritium.”

 “All right, but we’re running low on oxygen, food, and fuel.”

 “Then there’s no time to waste. Max out.”

 “Miranda out.”

The Magnoculous had shown me to a narrow exit I had to crawl through that led to a rock shelf thirty feet above a pile of very sharp boulders. I would have asked how they expected me to get down, but none of the little cowards followed me into the light.

I could make out the crumbling remains of an ancient road under the jungle vines. The plan was that I would follow this road to the giant toxic snakes armed with my wits, a towel, and a fairly sharp rock. All-in-all, I was doing better than I did on most missions. I usually didn’t have a rock. According to the Magnoculous, the Wendigo preferred to be out when the largest of the suns was set, and so I chose to leave in the morning as the larger of the two suns was rising.  

I felt hungry as I worked my way down the steep cliff wall. I hadn’t eaten since Miranda fed me the Bar-E bars. The Magnoculous had offered me some fungus, but I wasn’t quite that hungry yet.  

I slipped and fell the remaining ten feet, breaking my ankle, and limped along as it healed. Without the metabolism boost pills, it would take a few minutes to really feel better. The jungle of vines was thick, but I found I could walk under most of the foliage. The small vines weren’t difficult to push through, but they obscured my vision and made me a little worried that I was going to walk headlong into something with a large enough bite to swallow me whole.

I eventually came to some large black lumps, roughly the same size as me, that really stunk. There were bits of green shells in them, and when I poked one these misshapen lumps with a stick, I discovered it was soft and even smellier after I poked it. The smell reminded me of methane. I didn’t know what the lumps were, though.

I followed the road for miles. Clicking and crunching sounds emanated from the jungle on all sides, but I didn’t see any creatures. The wind was damp and carried the smell of decay.

A snort much too close to me made me turn around. All four of my hearts skipped a beat at the sight of a giant green chitinous bear-like creature sniffing the air a few feet away. Then he lifted his head high and let out a deafening roar. Other roars echoed from nearby.

I didn’t bother with my sharp rock. I ran, climbed, and jumped through the jungle, trying to follow the road as best I could, but the primary objective was to keep away from the monster chasing me. I came to a bridge that had collapsed into a chasm and swung over it on a vine, realizing too late that I had missed my opportunity to do a Tarzan call.

When I landed triumphantly on the other side, I looked back at the bears, which weren’t even slowing down. They leapt the distance I had swung over and were at my heels as I bounced from branch to branch above them in the vines. One grabbed my pant leg and tore a chunk of cloth loose, but I didn’t so much as stumble. I knew to fall would be to die.

I reached another chasm with a fallen bridge, this one small enough to leap across. When I landed on a smooth stone, I realized I was standing on top of a broken building of some sort. I knew I had made it to the Magnoculous’ nearest village. There was an arrangement of other small, broken buildings made of stone with ornate carvings along the crumbling doorways.

A force struck me from behind just after I landed and threw me forward. I landed hard on the paved ground several feet below and rolled to my side as a bear crashed to the ground next to me. I scrambled backward, trying to regain my feet. The bear roared, showing black fangs and white saliva, before charging.

I didn’t have time to regain my feet, and so I prepared to use my legs in a hopeless attempt to push back its massive body, but a shadow passed over us and the bear faltered. The beast looked up and snarled. In a massive swipe, a four-fingered, bone-white hand came down and pummeled the bear against the building, and then the hand picked up the broken body. I followed the arm to a Wendigo, who was biting into the bear like a plated sandwich. I scrambled away and into the jungle. I heard the yelps and howls of other bears as I ran.

I realized that, in my panic, I had lost the village and the road. I hadn’t seen snakes in the village anyway, and so I would have to continue to the Magnoculous’ next ancient village, which the Poobah had said was larger and my best hope of finding snakes. I weaved my way through the jungle, trying to veer toward where I believed the road to be.

I had traveled miles when I came to a river. I stopped to drink from it, but then I saw eel-like fish the size of city busses swimming about in its depths. I didn’t think much of the idea of swimming, and the idea of swimming with those things was out of the question. I’d take my chances with the bears first. I followed the riverbank hoping to find the road again. The suns were now high in the sky.

As I fumbled my way through rocks and vines along the shore of the river, I noticed small chitinous animals scurrying about carrying strands of thin vines. They were roughly the size and shape of squirrels, but these creatures were covered in mottled green armor. I deemed these the toughest squirrels I had ever seen. Clearly, this planet was a rough neighborhood.

One thing I hadn’t seen since coming to this planet was any form of flying creature. Maybe needing to be so armored made it unlikely that anything on this planet would ever evolve to fly, the armor simply too heavy to get off the ground.

When I finally came to the road, I almost passed it because the stones had been shattered and strewn about. I could make out parts of the bridge scattered on the ground near the river’s edge. The road I needed to follow was now on the other side of the river, but the bridge was long gone. The river was narrow but deep. Over the millennia, it had cut deep into softer rock and left the harder rock on its shores smooth. I wasn’t going to have to swim very far, but if there were any of those massive eels lurking in the depths, I would be fish food. I pondered for a moment whether drowning beat being eaten, but then I noticed that the current looked fast here. I worried I’d be swept downstream before I could make it halfway across.

I tossed a few large rocks into the water to see if I could disturb anything in the depths. I wanted to know what hid in the murk, but nothing moved or stirred that I could see. After several tense moments of staring into the water, I steeled myself, took a running start, and jumped as far as I could into the river. When I hit the cold, dark water, I kicked as hard as I could. Five minutes of abject terror passed as I crossed the remaining distance.

I hauled myself onto the shore and collapsed. When I was more cold than tired, I pulled the microfiber towel from my back pocket, wrung it out, and dried myself off. I felt invigorated, more because I survived than because of the cold swim.  

I had to walk upstream a few hundred feet to find the road again because the current had carried me downstream. As I walked the road on this side of the river, the giant woody vines gave way to a light carpet of smaller vines. It was sort of like walking through a field but more difficult because my feet were constantly getting tangled in the weave of vines. Thankfully, cairns marked the road or it would have been excruciating to follow.

I reasoned that whatever threats I might encounter would either be small or I’d see coming from a long way off. On the flip side, there was nowhere to hide, and any predators would see me from a long way off too. I wondered if this world had anything like savanna lions.  

As I walked, I pulled up a small vine and smelled it. It smelled amazingly delicious, so I chewed on it. I was starving, and I wanted to see if it was edible. I liked the taste, which reminded me of mild cinnamon and sugar, but the texture left something to be desired. It was stringy and rather tough. I decided not to eat much in the event it was poisonous. My system could cope with most toxins, but I didn’t want to push my luck with unknown alien substances.

Hours passed as I walked over rolling hills and through valleys of the same vines. Still hungry, I ate another vine. This one’s flavor reminded me of chocolate and raspberries. Out of curiosity, I pulled another vine and took a bite, and it tasted like cookies and cream. Delicious. The next tasted like vanilla, and the following was exactly like spearmint. The more plants I tried, the more flavors I discovered. Eventually I came across really weird flavors like spaghetti and even gravy. I began feeling drowsy and very full.

I needed to sleep, but I knew that I had to finish my mission. Besides, the suns were still in the sky. Then I heard footsteps behind me. I turned and saw Tyler following behind me.

 “You can’t win,” Tyler said.

 “You’re dead,” was the closest to witty I could manage.

 “Not as dead as you,” he replied.

I looked down at myself and saw that I was wearing white robes. That’s odd. I thought I had a T-shirt on. “I’m dead?”

 “Sit for a little bit, and I’ll explain it to you,” Tyler suggested.

I wanted to be angry at him, but I was groggy and sitting sounded like a good idea. I rubbed my eyes, and when I opened them again, Miranda was sitting next to me.

 “You did a really good job,” she said. Her brilliant smile was as dazzling as ever. “You can rest for a little bit now.”

 “I can?” I asked. I shook my head to try to clear the fog.

 “Please, lie down for a moment. I’ll keep watch. You’ve earned it,” she said.

I looked down at the vine in my hand, which I did not remember I was holding, and dropped it. I struggled to my feet and staggered. I blinked slowly, and when I reopened my eyes, John was standing in front of me.

 “You’re going the wrong way,” he said. “You are supposed to go that way.” He pointed the way I thought I had come from.

 “I am?” I asked. I looked at my hands and saw that I had vines in each of my hands but didn’t remember picking them up.

 “Yes, you are going the wrong way. Turn around,” John urged.

I ignored John, and as I rose to my feet, I realized I didn’t remember sitting down again. I walked in the direction I believed was correct.

 “Are you sure that’s the way?” John asked.

I stopped and looked at him. “John doesn’t ask questions. Questions are for pussies. Who are you?”

John blurred in my vision and I saw Miranda again. “I think you are just a little confused,” she said.

I needed my sharp rock. I went to reach into my pants pocket when I remembered I was wearing white robes instead. This wasn’t right.

I pretended to stand there confused for a moment while Miranda walked closer to me. “Don’t you want to sleep?” she asked.

I lunged and pounded my fist into her throat. She gagged for a moment and then blurred into a new form. Suddenly I was face-to-face with one of the green chitinous bears. I smashed it in the face with both hands, and it staggered. I kicked the bear in the chin, and it rolled backward. I pounced on it, and suddenly I was grappling with a Wendigo. I gave it a head-butt, and it swayed. I didn’t relent. I clobbered it in the face repeatedly with my fists.

I kept pounding until I realized my fists were bloody. I rubbed my eyes again and my vision seemed to clear. I was lying on a pile of rocks, and my fists really were covered with my own blood. The rocks had been a cairn. I had kicked the crap out of a pile of rocks.

I noticed that the suns had nearly set, and ahead of me was a desert that I didn’t remember being there.

 
 




 Chapter 21. Max

 

If you are ever tempted to walk into a desert when you are uncertain of your mental state, don’t. Lie down and take a nap. You’ll thank me for that advice. Of course, that isn’t what I did. I followed the cairns right into the endless sea of sand.

The deserts on Earth are dry and hot enough with one sun, but a desert on a planet with two suns is intolerable. My skin ached and was in a constant state of repair, and I was thirstier than I had ever been in my life. I knew that soon my skin would be unable to repair itself if I didn’t get some fluids in me even as I followed the cairns further into the desert, deeper into an unknown land where there seemed no possibility of water.

In fact, there weren’t any signs of life, only vast stretches of rocks and sand. Finally, I saw a patch of green amid the gray and black and ran toward it. I thought that, if there were plants, there would be water, and I desperately needed water now.

I was right. A pond lay in the middle of the small patch of green. I ran to it and knelt. The water felt cool and tasted earthy and delicious. I drank and splashed water on my face and in my hair. I was so relieved to find water that I didn’t hear the subtle shifting of sand behind me until it was right next to me.

I rolled to one side as giant fangs slashed the air where I had been lying a second before. The mother of all snakes extended her hood above me and bared her fangs. She had pure black eyes, like other creatures I had seen on this planet, and tan stripes on an otherwise white body. The line of spines on her back confirmed that she was the mother of the snakes I was looking for. She hissed at me and I crouched, ready to leap to the side.  

Her strike was lightning fast, and I tried to jump to the side, but her fangs sank deep into my leg. Fire erupted through my body and my muscles cramped. My vision went blurry and darkened. I don’t know how long I was out, but when I managed to open my eyes, I wasn’t in the desert facing mama snake but wrapped in a thick layer of vines. I struggled against the strands, and they constricted tighter. I lay still for a moment, letting the vines loosen just a little as my muscles went slack. Then I managed to reach the sharp rock in my pocket and started slashing through the vines, gashing my own skin in several places in my haste, but I didn’t care. I just had to get free. The vines retreated from my ferocity.

I stood and looked around. I was still in the rolling hills where I had taken my first bite of the vines. Apparently, they bit back. Then I wondered if I was hallucinating this too. How does one know if they are awake or asleep?

I pulled out my com link. No hologram appeared when I called the ship. “Miranda?”

 “What’s your status, Max?” she asked.

 “I might be hallucinating. I need you to prove that you are real.”

 “Why would you be hallucinating?” she asked.

 “I ate a bad vine,” I said.

 “I believe that.” The com link was silent for a moment. “Max, I want you to look at your hand. Are you holding a com link or a rock?”

 “Look at which hand? I’m holding a com link in one and a rock in the other.”

 “Look at the com link. Is there anything about it that looks suspicious or wrong?” she asked.

I looked at the com link, which looked like any com link I had ever seen. There wasn’t anything suspicious about it. “It seems normal,” I responded.

 “How about the rock? Do you remember picking it up? Do you know why you have it?”

 “The Magnoculous gave it to me. I am holding it because I needed to cut free of the vines.”

 “Look around. Does it look the way it did a few moments before?”

I looked around, and I still saw the rolling hills covered in vines. “Yes.”

 “Well, I don’t think you are hallucinating. You need to finish your mission. We need to get back to Earth. You probably shouldn’t eat anything else you find on this planet.”

The hallucination Miranda had tried to get me to sleep. This Miranda wanted me to get my job done. That was enough for me. “Yes, ma’am. Max out.”

 “Miranda out.”

I began to jog toward the next cairn, which was on top of a hill not far away. I didn’t know how much time I had lost, but I wasn’t going to lose any more. When I reached the top, I saw a deep valley filled with crumbling low stone buildings, fountains, and roads. Vines had taken over parts of the city, but I could still imagine the place in its former glory.

A crumbling aqueduct entered the valley from the far side. I scanned the city for massive snakes but didn’t see any. But nothing is ever straightforward in this damned job, I told myself. The Magnoculous had said that the snakes might be near the city, not in it. I looked at the aqueduct again and saw a sparkle of water even from this distance. I was dreadfully thirsty and decided that I would make a quick pit stop before continuing my search.

The city was bigger than I first thought, and I had to run through the entire town to reach the point where the aqueduct was still carrying water. Despite being abandoned, I could imagine little porcupines carrying out their days on those paved streets. Maybe there was a grocery store somewhere amongst these buildings that sold fungus and psychedelic vines. Maybe one of the buildings used to be a shop that sold really sharp rocks. One thing that struck me was the silence. I heard no animals, and the wind was still. This really was a ghost town.

When I reached the far end of what had once been a Magnoculous city, I found a spot where water was trickling from the stone and drank for a long time. I couldn’t remember ever being this thirsty before. I stopped drinking when I heard the crunch of gravel behind me. I couldn’t see anything, and so I listened, but now the only thing I could hear was the gentle trickle of water from the aqueduct.

I walked quietly toward the nearest building. I heard another soft crunch from inside. I pulled out my sharp rock, a pathetic option but the only one I had. Whatever was lurking inside wasn’t large. The building’s door was only four feet tall, and I crouched down and peered inside the doorway.

A figure sprang at me. Training and instinct kicked in and I tumbled backward, using my legs to toss my assailant overhead. I came up on my feet and stared down at my little attacker, a gray and brown Magnoculous.

I dropped my sharp rock and held up my hands. “Wait! I won’t hurt you.”

 “I will gut you,” the little female said in crude Intergalactic Common. She held her own sharp rock warily in front of her but made no motion to attack.

 “I’m here because your kin from underground sent me,” I said soothingly.

 “I have no kin underground!”

 “They live about…”

 “They are cowards. They are dead to me.”

 “Why don’t you just put your…um…weapon down and we’ll talk,” I suggested. “I really don’t want to hurt you.”

She looked defiant. “So, you think you could hurt me then?”

 “That’s not what I meant. I’m only saying that I’m not your enemy. I’m just looking to bring some baby snakes back to the other Magnoculous so they can come back out here.”

That seemed to give her pause. She studied me. “They intend to return?”

 “They want to,” I said. “They believe they can’t though unless they have the snakes.”

 “They fear the Wendigo.” She spat.

 “You don’t?” I asked.

 “The Wendigo haven’t been here in many years. They are a myth.”

 “Oh, I’d bet… In fact, I have bet my left arm they aren’t a myth,” I said. “They’re still out there, about a day’s travel from here.” I pointed to where I had come from.

 “Did you lead them here?” She suddenly sounded afraid. Maybe she wasn’t convinced the Wendigo were only a myth after all.

 “I think I would have seen them if they were following me.”

 “Legends say they are clever. They might have let you come here to see if you led them to more food.”

 “Much of my journey was over terrain where I could see for miles in all directions, and I didn’t see any following me.”

She started running away, and I followed her. She glanced back at me. “Stay away from me. They’ll follow your scent!” She sniffed me. “You smell like a Magnoculous. They will hunger for you.”

 “Can’t you just tell me where to find the snakes?” I pleaded.

She stopped and looked back. “We have not seen Spearbacks in generations, but maybe you should look in the Valley of the Lost.” She pointed toward the aqueduct. “It is a day’s journey that direction.”

 “Why there?”

 “Because it is the one place my kind would never go.”

She turned and ran off into the maze of buildings. I was suddenly angry. “Why is everybody on this planet crazy?” I shouted after her. Maybe they were all eating the stupid vines because there didn’t seem to be any other food on this stupid planet.

I didn’t bother looking for the little psycho doom bringer. I turned the way she had pointed and started to jog again. It might take her little legs a day, but I was going to find the Valley of Doom and Gloom tonight.

 




 Chapter 22. Miranda

 

If Max was questioning reality, then he needed help and I needed to pick him up, but we were low on fuel and our next trip into the atmosphere would be our last. With the ship held together by duct tape, I was a little nervous about reentry anyway, but it was a risk I’d have to take. It seemed unlikely he would finish his task without me. I tapped the console to engage cruise drives to navigate toward Zeta-Terra.

The ship computers went offline. There was no warning message, no blue screen of death, no spinning beach ball—the computers just went offline. “Super advanced technology at its best,” I grumbled.

John looked at me with an expression of concern on his face. “I will assume you meant to do that, even though I can’t imagine why.”

 “Yes, I’m a very mysterious woman. Please, go fetch me a pair of wire cutters and a screwdriver so that I can torture this computer into coming back online.”

John walked out of the cockpit shaking his head.

I didn’t actually know if I needed the wire cutters or the screwdriver. What I needed was time to find the damn power switch to restart it. I didn’t know the first thing about the ship’s computer, but I figured it must have a way of rebooting. Then I saw what I needed at the back of the cockpit. I went to the back wall and a panel that housed a hard reset switch. I hit it, and the entire ship’s power went out. Even the segmented electrical backup systems showed no signs of activity. We needed power for the life support as well as the computers.

I sighed and put my hands on my hips. “No need to panic,” I declared to the dead circuitry. I flipped the switch back on. Nothing happened. No clicking, no humming, nothing. I took a deep breath. This wasn’t even the first time that day life support systems had been threatened, I reminded myself. I wondered whether one would eventually become desensitized to the constant threat of annihilation. I must have liked the risk, because I didn’t take the cushy desk job at a Stellar Command orbital command center working on a computer. Though that job was looking better by the day.

There was a tap on the airlock door, and I realized that, without power, the door wouldn’t open. If I needed a screwdriver or wire cutters, I wasn’t going to get them any time soon.  

 “Maybe I need to toggle the switch more than once.” I toggled the switch again, then tried a few more times. I flipped it into the position I had initially found it and sat back in my chair. I’d just be patient and give it time to warm up.

As I sat in the pilot’s chair, pondering my doom, I heard a buzzing sound like electricity humming in high voltage lines. For the briefest moment, the lights came on and the airlock door sprang open.

John stepped into the cockpit. “I couldn’t find a screwdriver, but here are some wire cutters.”

 “What the hell was that?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I have a way with electrical devices. I don’t know if that the door will ever seal properly again.”

I hung my head. “I screwed up,” I said.

He walked over and handed me the wire cutters. “You didn’t screw up. When you’re an agent, shit storms find you even if you’re not looking for them.”

 “You talk like you’ve been there,” I said.

 “I have. I used to be an agent. I retired.”

 “You retired? Why would you do that? There are so few agents and we need every one of them.”

 “Look, I know it sounds bad to you, but not everybody is thrilled to risk their lives day in and day out for a planet that is too busy trying to destroy itself to notice the bigger picture.” He sighed. “When I was your age, I wanted to make a difference. I was cocky and arrogant and sure that I could change things. When I became an agent though, all I saw were horrible ways to die—and nothing has changed.”

 “If you’ve given up on the humans, why did you stay on Earth?”

 “I still want to make a difference, but rather than save an entire world, I just needed to be there for a county. Rather than merely surviving another encounter with Virrean Wolves so that I could then withstand some other alien onslaught, I needed to find a place in this universe where I could fight a winning battle. I picked a small quiet town because I wanted to be on the winning side for once.” He exhaled and looked me in the eye. “Unfortunately, once you’re an agent, the bad luck follows you. Here I am, still fighting a losing battle for a cause that I gave up on years ago.”

The lights flickered on and the computer began to hum. I thought about what John had said while I pulled off the access panel and began looking for the cause of the crash.




 Chapter 23. Max

 

I ran over unmarked and unremarkable fields of vines through the afternoon and into the evening. The ground rose steadily in front of me, and in the distance I could see purple mountains. I pushed on, catching second wind for the umpteenth time even as I found my stride. When the larger of the suns set, I ran on by the blue light of the smaller sun. When I reached the crest of the hill I had been running up for miles, I looked down a deep crag into a valley obscured by dark swirls of fog. The smell of rotten eggs nearly overpowered me. I sighed. Par for the course that my destination should stink.

I considered trying to find an easier way into the valley than falling down a cliff, but it looked like it stretched miles in either direction and I wasn’t assured that it would get easier. Why the hell would anything live down there?

I pulled out my com link. “Miranda?”

A moment passed before she answered. “I’m here.”

 “Can you do a scan for life forms around me?”

 “Sure thing.”  

I started figuring out the best way to climb down. It was a long fall onto a very hard surface. Even I probably couldn’t survive.

 “Okay, I see bio signatures within three hundred yards of you. They are either some very large life forms or some densely packed small life forms.”

 “Let’s hope they are really small then,” I answered.

 “Oh, Max?”

 “Yes?”

 “I think there might be lava near you. I see some pretty intense heat signatures that look like lava flows.”

 “Great.” I tried to see into the mist. Burns were especially difficult to heal because they tended to cauterize blood flow and make the healing process difficult. “Thanks for the heads up. Anything else I should know?”

 “Yeah.” She pause. “We’re counting on you.”

 “Gotcha. No pressure. Thanks for the bio scan, Miranda. I’ll see you soon.”

 “Good luck! Miranda out.”

 “Max out.”

I wished that I had my graviton bars with me. I could have used them to climb down to the bottom. Unfortunately, Tyler had confiscated them, and I had no idea where he put them. I climbed most of the way down the cliff face before falling. The sudden stop at the bottom hurt, and I knew I had broken at least a few bones. I lay still on the hard rock until I was healed enough that it was safe to stand. I was starting to think John was right: there was no way my kind could have survived without extreme regeneration capabilities. We are just too damn stupid.

I stood slowly and listened to the hiss of steam. The fog was too thick to see far, and so I began to walk slowly and quietly. Occasionally, a burst of steam would shoot out from a crack in the ground and startle me. Miranda’s warning that life forms were nearby had me on edge.  

I came across a type of vine that I hadn’t seen before. Large green melons that smelled like strawberries hung from the vine. I pulled off one of the fruits and eyed it suspiciously. It didn’t make any moves to attack me, and as I was hungry, I broke the melon open. Miranda had warned me about eating anything else down here, but the insides were green like a kiwi and smelled delicious. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice… How did that saying go? “Ah, the hell with it.” I took a bite, and it was the best tasting fruit I had ever had. It tasted like strawberries but had the texture of seedless watermelon. It was amazing. I ate the entire melon and didn’t regret a bite.

I pulled three more of the fruit off the vine and put them in my satchel. Then I decided to take one more for the road. I was still hungry but needed to stay focused.

For being some sort of Valley of the Doomed, the place really wasn’t that bad. Sure the steam was a little annoying, but I couldn’t imagine people not coming back at least for the food. Rocks tumbled and clicked a short distance away through the thick fog and echoed in the valley. I could hear a slow intake of air building, and I imagined something large trying to smell me. I stood stock still.  

Bam! A massive reptilian head crashed into me. I flew back and landed hard on a pile of rubble. The creature resembled a scaly brown dog with tusks and a beak. The tusks had managed to make holes in my body. I hadn’t had a chance to get past that initial numb stage of shock, but I knew that in a very few moments I would feel the pain. So I broke open the fruit I was holding and started eating it while I lay recovering. If I was going to die, it would not be without a last bite of fruity goodness.  

When the dog-reptile pawed the ground like a bull about to charge, I scrambled to my feet. I was doubting things could get worse when I heard a hiss from behind me. I dared a glance over my shoulder and saw a massive hooded snake with spines on its back and green spear-tip shaped markings on its light brown skin. This snake didn’t match the one of my hallucination, but I was pretty sure this was the snake I was looking for. The dog bolted in the opposite direction, and the snake knocked me down giving chase. I cursed both beasts and rose as quickly as the pain would allow, then gathered myself and ran the direction the snake had come from, taking a chance that what I sought was there.

A few moments later I found myself in a squishy vine-like mound fifteen feet high. The fog was thick, but it looked like something had piled up dead vines on purpose. I pushed the vines around and looked inside at blue leathery eggs about half the size of chicken eggs nestled in the vines. Then I saw a miniature Spearback crawling out of one of the eggs. Jackpot! Why bother carrying back a hundred poisonous wriggling snakes when I could carry back the eggs? My satchel had three of the melons in it, and so I started filling my pockets with eggs as fast as I could. Because I was wearing cargo pants, I managed to load myself up with roughly sixty eggs before I ran short of space. I was in rather a hurry and wasn’t counting very closely. I pulled out two of the fruits and put in roughly eighty eggs—figuring that it was better to have extra than to not have enough. I avoided any eggs that were moving or showed signs they might be hatching soon. I also avoided the little snakes as they squirmed away. I didn’t want to find out exactly how poisonous they were.

I heard the approaching sound of mother snake as I loaded the last eggs in my satchel, grabbed my fruit, and ran. I expected immediate pursuit, but I glanced over my shoulder as I ran and didn’t see any sign of the snake through the thick mist. Maybe her instincts to protect the nest overpowered her desire for revenge. Then I felt the ground turn soft again. I was climbing another mound covered in little, four-inch vipers. I was never really a snake person, but this was enough to give me a phobia. I imagined their mother was nearby, and I didn’t pause. I jumped off the mound of slithering vipers and kept running. I heard sounds in the fog and knew that any moment might be my last, but I didn’t stop. Eventually, after what seemed like miles, I didn’t encounter more mounds and the steam let up.  

The small blue sun had nearly set, and soon outright darkness would be upon me. I pulled out my com link to use its faint light to see my next steps. It wasn’t much of a flashlight, but I wasn’t going to stop moving until I delivered these eggs to the Magnoculous. The ground had turned from solid sheets of rock to broken sand as stars were emerging in the sky on the horizon opposite the sun.

I turned right as I exited the shallow bowl of the valley and ran full tilt. Moments later, I heard my com link beep. I had to tuck one of my fruits under my arm to answer it.

 “Max, is everything okay?” Miranda asked.

 “Everything is fine. I have the snakes—or the snake eggs. I’m heading back to the Magnoculous now.”

 “No, you aren’t,” Miranda said.

 “What do you mean?”

I heard muffled laughing. “You are going the wrong way.”

I sighed. “Oh, yeah. You know, I was just performing some evasive maneuvers.”

I thought I heard her snicker again. “Of course. Miranda out.”

I grumbled. “Max out.”

I made an immediate about-face and picked up my pace. The eggs hadn’t felt delicate when I loaded them up, but I hoped they didn’t get scrambled with all the running. That would be embarrassing—unless they tasted good when they were fried. I felt so hungry at the thought of eggs that I ate one of the delicious melons I was carrying. I really had to try to save one for Miranda.

I made it a few miles over rolling vine-covered hills before I had the other melon eaten. They were so satisfying, making me feel like I had all the energy of a Bar-F—and they tasted good too. I felt like my whole body was getting stronger as I ran faster and faster. My arm that had regenerated now looked strong again, as if I had been lifting weights for months. I felt strong, too, even as I pushed myself harder. In less than an hour, I was back at the psycho-porcupine’s abandoned abode, leaping from rooftop to rooftop as I sprinted over the city. I didn’t notice if she came out as I blew right on through, and I didn’t care.  

I kept going right to the stretch of delicious man-eating vine covered hills and traced my path from cairn to cairn by starlight and the glow of my com link. I not only didn’t get tired but felt even stronger. I came to the tangled jungle of vines and found myself leaping from vine trunk to vine trunk with ease, never slowing for a moment.

Then I realized I was being shadowed, the leaves moving in a parallel route to my left. I landed on a bough and stopped to study my pursuer. One of the giant armored bears burst through the vines and landed on the same bough. My adrenaline pumped, and I felt new strength surge through me. I launched myself at the bear. It slashed and bit at me, but I slammed my fist into it with such force that the blow shattered its skull. The beast toppled over dead from the impact.

I looked at my tattered shirt where the beast had slashed me and saw that my body was already healed. I laughed a mad laugh and began running again through the jungle at blinding speeds. The melons were making me stronger than I had ever felt. I could ever remember feeling this good.

At last, I crossed into the clearing before the Magnoculous’ secret entrance, surprising three Wendigo fighting there when I stepped into the starlight. All their quarrels were forgotten when they turned and looked at me. I jumped, tumbled, and spun to maneuver between them, under them, and over them. I felt invincible as I slid into the tunnel within seconds of entering the clearing.

I was greeted by a spear in the ribs, but I groaned as I extracted it and broke it in two. “I’ve returned with your snakes. Tell the Poobah.”

The guard led me to the throne room. I ignored ceremony and walked up to the throne. “Grand Poobah, I have your snakes.”

 “Why do you call me Poobah?” he asked.

 “What would you prefer that I call you?”

He looked thoughtful before he answered, “Call me Mike.”

 “Okay, Mike. I have your snakes.” I reached into my pockets and began gently extracting eggs. Unfortunately, some had hatched. I quickly pulled off my pants and leapt back as four-inch snakes started emerging from my pockets. I saw my towel sticking out of my back pocket, so I quick yanked it away and wrapped it around my neck for safekeeping. I then took off the satchel and gently tipped it out. More snakes erupted, and the last melon rolled out. The Magnoculous stepped back. “I thought you guys would be happy to see the snakes.”

 “We are very happy,” Mike answered, “until we saw the forbidden fruit you brought with you.”

 “Oh.” I picked it up, careful to avoid the slithering snakes. “Well, it tastes delicious.”

 “You ate one?”

 “More like four or five.”

Mike covered his eyes with his hands. “It would seem that you won’t need the Tritium after all.”

 “Of course I do,” I protested. “I’m sorry if I offended you by eating your sacred fruit. I didn’t know it was forbidden.”

 “You won’t need the Tritium. The forbidden fruit isn’t sacred. It’s poisonous.”

 “For crying out loud! Is anything on this planet edible!”

 “You will be dead in less than a day.”

 “Well, I still need the Tritium to get my friends back home. They’re counting on me. I’ve brought back more than a hundred of these snakes. Are you going to honor your end of the bargain?”

Mike nodded. “Take what you need. With the Spearback Vipers you have brought, we may regain our lands someday soon.”

 “Thanks. If somebody can show me to the main entrance where I left the canister I need to fill, I’ll just get what I need and be on my merry way.”

 “I will take you myself.” He then turned to the other Magnoculous and spoke in a curious clicking language. Quickly they gathered up the snakes and whisked them away.

Mike led me to where I had left the exoskeleton, and I quickly darted through the waterfall, grabbed the canister, and swam back to him. He then led me down many corridors and up multiple flights of stairs until we reached a room with a giant pool of green glowing tritiated water. “Take your fill and go.”

I filled the canister quickly and called Miranda, letting her know I was ready for a pickup. She said she was on her way.

 “Thanks for everything,” I told Mike. The pool didn’t seem depleted at all, and I felt better knowing that I wasn’t leaving them in the dark.

He patted me on the arm. “Thank you for helping my people. It saddens me that you had to die to help us.”

I smiled at him. “I might die tomorrow, but right now, I feel good. You don’t mind if I take this last fruit with me, do you?”

 “Please, take it. We wouldn’t want it to go to seed here.”

 “Thanks!”

I ate the melon and then picked up the now full one-ton canister and carried it to the waterfall. I walked through the water, actually across the bottom of the pond because the water was over my head, to the other side. I set the canister on the shore and then climbed out. It all felt so easy with this amazing strength.

I saw nuclear fission flashes through the doorway and heard the high-pitched whir of engines. As I dashed out with the canister in my arms, the bay door opened and I leaped in. When I landed, the ship sank a half foot. I forgot that I was carrying a ton.

John looked at me with an expression of curiosity as the door shut behind me. The ship was rising even as the door closed.

 “You said you had the tritiated water, but you did not use the exoskeleton. We must have misunderstood you.”

I patted the canister. “It’s all in here. Where do you want it?”

He grabbed the canister to move it and then frowned when he could not budge it. “Bring it to the engine room.”

He led the way, and I carried the canister as easily as a bag of groceries.  

 “Set it here,” he said.

I put the canister in the place he indicated and he hooked it up. He pushed some glowing buttons on a panel. There was a whooshing sound and then he disconnected it and moved the now empty canister himself. “Good work,” he said.

By the time we reached the cockpit, we were already orbiting the planet.

 “We are ready to depart,” John said.

Miranda looked at me and then back to the instrument panel, but her gaze came back to me immediately. “They warned me you were different, but nobody told me you work without pants.” She looked at me more closely. “There really isn’t much left of your shirt, either.”

 “Think of it as a perk,” I said.  

 “Luckily, I can enjoy the little things in life,” she said with a nod toward my unrobed lower half.

 “Little?” I might have argued with her, but at that moment a wrenching pain gripped my stomach. I doubled over and fell to my knees.

 “Max? What’s happening?” she asked.

I felt John check my pulse. “He must be sick or injured.”

 “Thanks, Captain Obvious,” she murmured.

 “Strawberry melons,” I whispered.

 “You’re only hungry?” she asked. She sounded relieved.

I groaned. “Poisonous melons.”

 




 Chapter 24. Max

 

John carried me to Tyler’s former quarters on the ship, but I hardly noticed the path or the destination. I was caught in the throes of pain I hadn’t felt before. Imagine your worst caffeine withdrawal headache pounding through your head and neck and then add in the sensation of drain clog remover eating through your digestive track while army ants nibble on your every nerve ending. I hoped for unconsciousness, but it didn’t come. Although I did experience various levels of awareness, aware of what was going on around me from the meta to quantum level, I never lost a sense of the pain that gripped every cell in my body.

I burned in exquisite ways. I spewed vomit; I thrashed; I screamed. None of it helped. My vision was red with the pain, and my tears seared my aching skin. Every hair follicle on my skin was the source of megatons of pain with the slightest contact of any fabric or any motion in the air. My throat and mouth burned from acid that was too vile to be from my stomach, and even my teeth roots betrayed me. My muscles contracted of their own volition and squeezed to the point of tearing tissue and separating joints, and even then the muscles did not release.

The pain might have been only equal to the worst torture. I was drowning in my own vomit, sporadically paralyzed, nauseous, dizzy, freezing cold in my limbs and burning hot in my head and chest. It was a messy affair of body fluids from every orifice and foul odors that might have been torture enough in their own ways. Each carried noxious toxicity, and in combination, they forced John to retreat.  

I could only hope that my body would give out soon, I realized even as I noticed smaller changes like blood coming from my eyes and ears and my skin changing to a sickly black and blue. I assumed my organs must be dissolving to pudding, but somehow my nerve cells never quit, the pain signals to my brain unceasing. When I had nothing left to vomit, I was overtaken by dry heaves. I couldn’t tell which direction was up or down my vertigo was so bad, and the room spun out of control. I begged for death, but I was alone and there was no one to hear my begging.

When any other being’s body would have given out, my body regenerated, a painful process by itself but one that now lifted my suffering to the nth. I was aware when Miranda and John had extracted me from the room and stripped me of my clothes, carrying me to one of the holding cells, and I was aware when they sponged me off and put blankets on me. I became exhausted with sleep deprivation as hours turned to a day and then two. On the fourth day, I finally left consciousness, exchanging it for hallucinations and nightmares. Wendigo chased me, caught me, and ate me a bite at a time. Giant snakes swallowed and digested me slowly as I suffocated and burned in digestive fluids. Porcupine people stabbed me continuously and laughed at my pain. Eventually, I lay in a bed of hot coals and simply suffered.

When I woke, I was covered in sweat, blood, and urine. I shivered and convulsed. “I need a shower,” I croaked through dry and cracked lips.

 “Don’t try to stand,” Miranda warned me.

I ignored her and rolled off the cot onto the hard floor. The cool floor motivated me to my feet. I stumbled past her back toward Tyler’s cabin, where I was sure I would find a shower and possibly some clothes.

She hovered near me but didn’t touch me or stop me. “Be careful, Max. You’ve been unconscious for a day.”

My steps were wobbly and weak, but I made it across the small ship to Tyler’s quarters catching a glimpse of Miranda’s hopeless expression as I shut the door behind me. She looked like she hadn’t slept in days.

I found the shower, as I expected, and stood in hot water. I lost all track of time. When I eventually came back to myself, I turned off the shower, dried off, and dressed in some of Tyler’s looser clothing. I had been nearly twice his weight, but that was before going most of a week without food, having my arm bit off, and being poisoned. Now, his clothes fit a little snug but were passable. I noticed his bed had been stripped and sanitized, but there were traces of blood and fluid on the floor. I turned my back on the room and stepped back out into the main corridor. Miranda was waiting for me in the cockpit.

 “Better?” I asked.

She looked me over. “Where’s the flood?”

I looked down at the high-water pants. “I can take them off, if you’d like.”

Her eyes had circles under them and her hair was disheveled, but she gave me a smile. “Please strap yourself in. We’re going home.”

She pressed buttons on the flight console, and in a few moments, a pulse of blue energy shot out from the ship and tore a hole in space-time. We fell into the wormhole and back toward Earth.

 




 Chapter 25. Max

 

The trip through the wormhole was a little nauseating in my current state, but otherwise nothing about it seemed abnormal. Then we emerged inside of the Earth’s atmosphere, which isn’t supposed to happen. There’s a reason you make wormholes in near zero gravity. The torque of gravity against the wormhole began to rip apart the ship.

 “You missed,” I said.

 “Not by more than a few hundred miles,” Miranda said defensively. “It’s not like I’ve ever flown one of these.”

I looked nervously at the distant ground. “I thought you were a pilot!”

 “I am a pilot, but I’ve only seen spaceships flown. I have only actually flown a few small planes.”

 “Well, I guess we’re all in for your crash course.”

John was still reclined in his seat, utterly unperturbed. “I’m glad I left some feed out for the chickens before we left.”

 “We’re almost free of the wormhole,” Miranda said. “When it releases us, we’ll begin to fall, and I’ll turn on the landing propulsion engines. There might be some damage to the ship and some systems.”  

The ship groaned and creaked before it broke free of the wormhole, and thereafter we didn’t really fly toward the ground so much as engage in some creative spinning and flipping. I was glad my stomach was empty and that I was strapped in. I kept my gaze inside the cockpit to the extent I was able. I really didn’t want to see how fast the ground was coming toward us.

Miranda fought the controls, working feverishly to right the ship. “Cloaking on. If we make the news, it should be as a falling satellite or meteor.”

 “That’s comforting,” I said.

I heard a large creak and a snap. “We’ve lost the warp drive,” she said.

 “Do we need it? We’re in the atmosphere,” I said.

 “Well, it would have been nice to keep the ship in one piece while landing,” she said.

An explosion rocked the ship.

 “What was that?” I asked.

 “That was the warp drive,” John answered. “It likely destabilized without the magnetic containment field.”

 “Whatever the cause of the explosion, it just damaged both wings,” Miranda said.

 “We can still land, though. Right?” I asked.

 “Well, we can definitely put the ship on the ground,” Miranda answered.

 “If you don’t slow down our descent, we’ll probably put the ship about thirty feet into the ground,” John commented.

 “Everybody’s a backseat driver,” Miranda said.

A huge hunk of metal spun past the cockpit window.

 “What was that?” I asked.

 “Part of the wing,” John answered.

 “Do we need that part?” I asked.

 “It’s really only necessary when in the atmosphere. It’s completely irrelevant in space,” he answered.

 “Maybe we should put on parachutes or something,” I suggested.

 “Spacecraft are much too advanced for parachutes,” John responded.

I sighed. “That’s not very comforting when your spacecraft is breaking apart.”

Miranda jerked the control stick back and I felt the ship stabilize. We were still descending rapidly, and although we weren’t spinning, the entire ship trembled and groaned. Nobody spoke as the ground sped toward us. Miranda still frantically pushed buttons. Then the noise of our descent increased dramatically.  

Miranda looked slightly relieved. “I’ve managed to extend flaps. That should slow our descent to a survivable impact.”

 “You meant landing, right?” I asked.

 “Right, survivable landing,” she corrected herself. “Five thousand feet. Four thousand. Three. Two. One! Brace yourselves!”

We rammed into the ground with the grace of a poorly spiked football. The cockpit erupted in rigid blue protective foam that obscured my vision and made it impossible to tell what was happening, but I had the sensation of tumbling and heard massive explosions. When we stopped moving, the foam receded, only a faint odor of burnt plastic remaining in its wake.

Miranda and John both were staring out the broken cockpit into what I assumed was the fresh Minnesota air. I felt rather invigorated. Survival against all odds always affects me that way.

I unsnapped my buckles and got to my feet. We must have been balancing on something because the remains of the cockpit tilted as I shifted my weight. Well, let’s go!” I urged them.

John and Miranda remained seated, and only their shallow breathing and blinking let me know they were still alive.

John finally moved. “Well, I think next time we fly commercial.”

 “Hey, that was a great landing,” I said. “Everybody gets to walk away. What more can you ask for?”

John gestured around us. “A bit more of the ship intact.”

I shrugged. “It wasn’t our ship anyway.”

Miranda unbuckled herself. “Yeah, that flight is definitely not going in my log book. I can imagine the entry: Phoenix 5000. Thirty minutes. Intergalactic. Ship destroyed.”

 “I’ve had worse landings,” I said.

 “How?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Okay, I haven’t actually had a worse landing while in a spaceship or airplane, but there’ve been a number of falls and jumps that were much worse.” I looked around the smoldering forest. “Gosh, I’m hungry. Do you think there’s a burger joint nearby?”

 




 Chapter 26. Max

 

 “Agents! There you are,” a familiar female voice called. “I thought I might find you here.”

I peered over the wreckage at Wendy walking toward us. “You were looking for burning wreckage as a marker for our return? Our reputation has preceded us.”

 “Not exactly. I was sent to Minnesota to find you and get a status update because you haven’t been answering any calls,” Wendy said. “When I saw the ball of fire coming from the sky, I assumed it was you.”

 “Thanks,” Miranda said.

 “Don’t mention it,” Wendy answered. “I’ve set up a base of operations in a little bed and breakfast a few miles from here. I’ve already called for clean up for this…” She gestured to the smoldering ashes of our former spaceship. “The Intergalactic Guard should be along shortly to dispose of the pieces.”

 “Breakfast sounds awesome,” I said.

Wendy looked at me. “Still thinking with your stomach, I see.”

 “It’s gotten me this far.”

John jumped out of the wreckage and landed next to Wendy.

Wendy took a step back. “You are not an agent.”

 “The St. Louis County Sheriff,” he replied. “But I used to be an agent.”

 “He’s not from around here originally,” I said.

Wendy looked at Miranda and then John. “I thought Tyler was with you.”

Miranda and I exchanged looks, and then Miranda answered, “Tyler was a traitor and tried to sell Max to the denizens of Zeta-Terra. He died in the negotiations.”

Wendy looked deeply troubled, turning away for a second as if stifling her emotions. “We’ll talk more about this after you’ve had some food,” she said when she turned back in our direction, and then she studied me. “It looks like you haven’t eaten in some time.”

We followed Wendy through the woods, I hoped toward food and maybe a change of clothes that fit. After a thirty minute walk and a short conversation with a hostess, we were all comfortably seated at a window table.

I ordered six eggs over-easy, six slices of toast, twelve slices of bacon, hash browns, pancakes, and four tall glasses of orange juice. I almost asked for sausage, but Miranda kicked me under the table as if reading my mind.

We couldn’t talk official business in public, and so we mostly ate in silence. I noted that, even though Miranda hadn’t had a clean change of clothes in days, she still looked radiant after merely combing her curly dark hair with her fingers. Her smile was bright and warm, and she made light conversation with Wendy about national news. I didn’t pay close attention. There was some scandal involving a senator, his maid, and a smart phone with a few hundred pictures on it.

I simply nodded when I thought it was appropriate, tried to keep my eyes on Miranda’s face and not on her mostly full plate, and ate until there wasn’t food left on my side of the table. When Miranda saw me licking off my plate, she casually exchanged her plate with one of mine and I dug into what was left of her breakfast burrito.  

 “Thanks,” I whispered.

 “Of course,” she said and then turned back to her conversation with Wendy.

When John and Wendy had finished eating, Wendy picked up the bill and we left the little bed and breakfast.

I heard an ominous creak of seams in my pants. I was starting to test the limits of Tyler’s clothing. “I’d like to head back to the resort we’re staying at to get some fresh clothes. Then I think we should try to get back into Tyler’s cave and retrieve our gear. He took a few things that I need to get back.”

 “Wait! I can’t believe you don’t have weapons,” Wendy said. She suddenly looked a little angry. She seemed to give the three of us an appraising look before heaving a sigh.

Miranda shrugged. “Tyler disarmed us, and we didn’t have an opportunity to acquire new gear. Having my gun back would be a real comfort, and I could use a warm shower.”

Wendy looked uncomfortable. “We really should wrap up this mission.” She glanced around. “There’s something on the loose, and we need to take care of it. People are going missing.”

 “I know, but what are we supposed to do? Tickle it to death?” Miranda asked.

 “I have a molecular destabilizer, which should be enough to take down most anything,” Wendy said.

 “That’s great and all, but what would the rest of us do while you’re taking it down? Be bait?” Miranda asked.

 “That’s a good idea,” Wendy answered.

 “No,” I interjected before Miranda punched Wendy in the face. “I’m tired of being bait. Let’s get cleaned up, get our gear, and take this Wendigo as a team. Besides, we can’t talk out a plan until we get someplace private. Our cabin will do.”

 “I agree with Max,” John said. “I could also use a few weapons and a change of bandages. Maybe you can drop me off on the way to your cabin and I’ll catch up with you there. Besides, I have to make some phone calls and see if I still have my job.”

Wendy sighed. “Fine. I’ll drive. I didn’t want to be without transportation, and so I bought an old Chevy pickup. A local guy sold it to me for five hundred dollars.”

The very green Chevy was old, possibly from the 70s, and had a manual transmission. We had trouble squeezing four people in, and Miranda ended up on my lap—a place she did not look remotely comfortable.

 “Not one word about my weight,” she whispered to me. I was thinking she was feather light, but I nodded.

The old Chevy made grinding and squealing noises as Wendy tried to get it to move before it sputtered and died.

 “If you torture it to death, we’ll never get there. You might try using the clutch,” Miranda said.

Wendy looked like she might snarl, but she managed to make no sound at all. She restarted the truck, and then, with a few jerks and hiccups, we were rolling forward. The truck topped out at about forty miles per hour, but we didn’t have far to go. We dropped John at his cabin and Miranda quickly slid off my lap to sit where the sheriff had been.

 “All right,” John said. “I’ll get things in order and then meet you at the Great Rapids Inn, cabin thirteen.” Miranda and I waved as we pulled away.  

Wendy whisked us through the back country roads to Great Rapids Inn. The place looked deserted. The innkeeper had been brutally eaten by a Wendigo, and it seemed that there wasn’t anybody here to notice. The main lodge was open, and there we found the spare keys to the cabin and used them to get in.  

The cabin was the way we had left it: the beds unmade, our bags on the floor, and dirty dishes in the sink. Miranda grabbed her bag and went straight for the bathroom without a word. I folded up the hideaway bed back into a couch and turned on the TV, which was apparently only there for looks because there weren’t any stations that came in.

 “Very rustic,” I commented.

 “Tell me Tyler’s fate,” Wendy demanded. She didn’t look at me.

 “He tried to sell me to the King of the Wendigo, but the King decided to eat Tyler. Tyler killed the King, but another Wendigo ate him. The rest of us barely escaped,” I summarized. “There’s not much else to it.”

 “You did escape, however,” she said coolly. “He was an agent, and you should have brought him back for trial rather than letting some beast eat him.”

 “He had me tied to a stump! I had just had my arm bitten off by the King and was barely conscious. I might have been able to whisper encouraging words at him, but the only words that came to mind weren’t very complimentary.”

Wendy huffed. “It isn’t right.”

There was no use arguing with her. I knew that it wasn’t a kind fate, and I didn’t want him to get eaten either, but there really wasn’t any way I could have saved him. I wondered whether I would have saved him if I could. Probably not, I decided. Maybe that made me a bad person.

Wendy rubbed her eyes, and I thought I might have glimpsed her brush away a tear, but then the bathroom door opened and Miranda came out in fresh clothes.  

Miranda wore a new white T-shirt that had the words “Bad Ass” in pink on the front. She had cargo shorts on and black sandals. Her hair wasn’t in a bun now, but rather, she let it down and her curls hung about her shoulders. It looked spectacular. The dark circles under her eyes were gone, and I wondered if she drank a bottle of liquid sleep.

I scooped up my bag and brushed past her into the bathroom. I didn’t want to spend one more moment alone with Wendy. She was acting really weird.

I shaved, showered, and got cleaned up in under five minutes. It’s an art really. I put on a black T-shirt that had the letters “LFG” on the front and the word “Buffed” on the back. The shirt fit much looser than the last time I wore it. I put on a pair of cargo shorts similar to Miranda’s and tightened my belt to keep them from falling down. I seriously needed a sandwich.

When I came out of the bathroom, Miranda tossed me a Bar-F. I caught it and noticed that she had already opened it for me.

 “Thanks!” I said, and I ate it in the obligatory two bites. “That was exactly what I needed.”

She flashed me a brief smile before turning back to Wendy. “I think it’s suicide to take the Wendigo head-on. We need to play to our strengths and against its weaknesses.”

 “It doesn’t have any weaknesses,” Wendy said insistently.

 “Sure it does,” I said. They both looked at me, and so I continued. “For one, the beast doesn’t like water, and I think that’s because it can drown. Also, the poison from those Spearback Vipers is apparently enough to kill it.” I tossed the wrapper in the trash. “They are also vulnerable to starvation and need a steady supply of food.” Wendy and Miranda stared at me as I brushed the crumbs off my face.

Miranda cleared her throat. “Exactly. They have weakness, and we need to exploit them. If we try to fight this creature on its terms, we’ll lose.”

 “And we’ll get eaten,” I added.

 “We really could use some antimatter weapons,” Wendy said thoughtfully.

 “Handheld antimatter weapons are banned,” Miranda said with exasperation.

 “They aren’t illegal though. They just aren’t used by the Service because they tend to cause too much collateral damage,” Wendy said coolly.

 “And they tend to get the person using it vaporized,” I whispered.

Miranda stomped her foot. “Are you even listening to yourself?”

I stepped between them before somebody got electrocuted or punched or both. “Look. Let’s just go get our gear and we’ll work out a plan as we go.”

 “Fine,” Miranda said.

 “Fine,” Wendy said.

At that moment, there was a knock on the front door. As both Miranda and Wendy were crossing their arms and looking away from each other, I decided it was safe to leave them to answer it.




 Chapter 27. Max

 

John was wearing a long sleeve red and black flannel shirt over a white T-shirt, jeans, and a Green Bay Packers hat.

 “Baseball fan, I see,” I said.

 “It’s football. It helps me blend in with the locals,” he said.

I nodded. “I can see that. Green seems like a real Minnesota color.”

John shrugged. “I have no idea why there’s yellow on it though.”

Wendy rolled her eyes. “Let’s go before a Viking fan clubs you over the head.”

John gave her a look of confusion. “Vikings were in Norway. I don’t believe there are any left.”

Miranda brushed past us and led the way from cabin thirteen into the woods. The rest of us followed. Miranda and I threw our baggage in the back of Wendy’s pickup. In less than an hour, we were back at Miner’s Lake.  

 “I am not jumping back in that lake, especially not without a rebreather,” I said.  

Miranda shook her head. “We shouldn’t have to get wet. There must be another way in. Somehow Tyler launched a spaceship from that cave. He might have found the cave initially by swimming, but I don’t think that was the main entrance.”

 “Maybe we should search in pairs,” I suggested. “Maybe we’ll find the entrance faster.”

 “We don’t have any com links,” Miranda pointed out.

 “We’ll meet back here in an hour,” Wendy suggested.

 “Fine. Max and I will search the hill. Sheriff, would you mind going with Wendy?” Miranda asked.

John nodded. “That’s fine. Remember to keep an eye out for the spiders.”

Wendy looked like she might object to the pairings, but then she appeared to change her mind, as if a thought had occurred to her. I wondered what that thought might have been. “Let’s go then,” she said to John.

Miranda and I started scouring the hill above Tyler’s secret cave as Wendy and John walked toward an abandoned taconite processing plant.

It occurred to me that both Wendy and John were armed but neither Miranda or I had even a sharp rock between us. Fortune might favor the bold, but Fate liked to kill the unarmed.

 “Did Wendy seem to be acting weird to you?” Miranda asked.

I shrugged. “A little, but she was never that socially adept.”

Miranda laughed. “And the pot fires a shot at the kettle.”

 “What pot?”

She grinned at me. “Never mind. Let’s look over here. That rock sticking up can’t be natural.” She was pointing to an up-thrust piece of granite.  

Natural or not, the outcrop didn’t budge when we pushed, shoved, or kicked it. We looked for hidden buttons and panels, but we came up with nothing. The hour continued that way as we rushed to different boulders, circling them looking for a button or a lever, and funny looking trees upon which we pressed on various knots. But if there was a secret button or lever or knot that opened a doorway to the Pit of Despair, it was not among the options we tried. We even cleared away fallen leaves and debris when a portion of ground seemed unnaturally flat, but all we found were rocks and dirt.

Our hour was nearly up when I heard clicking sounds from the trees around us. I froze, and I could tell by Miranda’s reaction that she heard them, too.

 “More robot spiders,” I whispered.

 “They must still be following the last orders Tyler gave them,” Miranda whispered.

We walked as quietly as we could, and after a few long minutes, we hadn’t seen the spider robots yet and I reasoned that they must not have seen us either.

 “When I say ‘go’, you run for the lake. I don’t think they can swim,” I whispered.

 “What about you?” she whispered.

I picked up a fallen branch and snapped off the extra limbs. “I don’t swim much either.”

The first spider leapt from a tree and landed in front of me with a digital scream that reminded me of a circular saw. More spiders landed on the ground near us, perhaps thirty of them.

 “Go!” I shouted, and I walloped the robot with my big stick using all the force I could muster. Then I hit it again and again. As the little robot’s legs buckled under the onslaught, Miranda bolted away. I stood ready with my stick as more spiders jumped toward me. I never played the game of baseball, but I knew hitting, and I swung the stick like I was at batting practice. There were way too many, though, and soon I had little mechanical spiders clawing up my legs and biting into me. I knew they had toxins that might eventually knock me out if they got in enough bites.

I had given Miranda a head start, but I had to yield ground. It was time for a strategic regrouping. I dropped my stick and ran after her. Spiders leapt onto my back and bit me over and over. When I reached the top of a cliff, I leapt off with all my might, swatting spiders as I fell the fifty yards to the water. I landed with a painful splash that knocked the wind out of me.

I flailed and kicked as I tried to reach the surface. Whatever air I had in me before I hit had been knocked out of me. I felt hands grab me and drag me up. As I gasped for breath, I wiped the water from eyes and saw Miranda.

She wiped water off her face. “Are you okay?”

I looked down at my damaged clothing. My injuries were already healed. I smiled at her. “Never better.”

 “Well, if the entrance is on that hill, it’s not only very hidden but protected by a bunch of robot spiders. Maybe we should see how Wendy and the sheriff are doing,” Miranda suggested.

Miranda swam a perfect front crawl toward shore while I did a more modest doggy paddle. She was toweled off and waiting for me when I finally was able to touch the ground and wade out of the water. I pulled my towel from my back pocket, rang it dry, and then dried my hair and exposed skin too. My high tech clothes evaporated dry very quickly, but I still felt very cold.  

 “Maybe we should jog to warm up,” Miranda said between chattering teeth.

I tucked my towel away. “Good idea.”

We jogged casually toward the abandoned taconite processing plant, which looked mostly like a series of steel beams and conveyor belts with other steel structures jutting out from random places. The facility was rusty and didn’t look like it had been used in years. There were huge piles of crushed rock at one end of the structure. Wendy and John were walking toward us.

 “I take it that you found nothing,” Wendy said.

 “Just a bunch of angry spiderbots,” Miranda answered.

 “I noticed you took the time to go swimming,” Wendy said. “I saw you come out of the lake.”

 “Not so much on purpose,” I said. “The robots seem to like the water less than I do.”

Wendy nodded. “Well, while you guys were playing around, we might have found something, a new tunnel over here that appears to lead in the direction of the hill you were investigating. We knocked down the first door, but about a hundred feet inside is a second locked door made of more sturdy material that might be worth investigating. Our time was up, and so we came back to meet up with you two. Of course, if I’d have known you guys were at recess, we probably would have continued our investigation.”

 “We weren’t playing around,” Miranda said.

I could see Miranda clenching her teeth. I was pretty sure it was only a matter of when she was going to deck Wendy.

 “We may need to use explosives to break the door down,” John said. He looked hopeful, like nothing could brighten his day more.

 “Lead the way,” Miranda said.

Wendy and John led us through the maze of steel beams and falling-down tin structures, around a pile of taconite tailings, and to a door that had been knocked off its hinges.

 “The door was of standard, human construction, but it was the only door we’ve seen that wasn’t rusty and old. We thought we’d investigate,” Wendy explained.

She led the way into the tunnel. When we reached the second door, I noted that it was obviously not human made. The door was round and about five feet in diameter, and it was made of a polymer humans might not discover how to make for centuries.  

I touched the smooth surface of the door. It was warmer than the outdoor temperature, which must have meant energy on the inside must be making it warm.

 “Feel it,” I suggested, and the others put their hands on it.  

Miranda nodded. “I feel it, too. It’s warm.”

 “Stand back,” Wendy ordered. Nobody hesitated to back up.

She pulled out her molecular destabilizer and zapped the door six times. It quivered, creaked, and fell onto the floor with a crash. The opening was smaller than the door that had been covering it, roughly a four-foot wide, round hole extending into darkness.

 “Why do you think it’s so small?” I asked.

Miranda shrugged. “Probably so that nothing big can fit.”

 “Does anybody have a light?” I asked.

Wendy pulled out a thin green glow stick and handed it to me. I bent it until it made a satisfying popping sound and then wrapped it around my wrist.

I crawled into the narrow space. “Well, let’s see what’s in this hole.”  

The tunnel made two bends before it widened out into a full-size hallway. When I stood up, lights along the walls and ceiling flickered to life. “That’s handy.” John emerged behind me, followed by Wendy and then Miranda. Miranda’s normally bright and cheery expression darkened whenever she looked at Wendy. I wondered what that was all about.

John put his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t move!” I stood stock still, as did the others. “There might be traps,” John whispered.

Wendy sighed and walked down to the end of the corridor. “I think it’s safe.”

John followed, but he moved more cautiously. Miranda and I walked behind him, figuring that if anybody knew traps, it was John.

 “Seriously, people. Nobody would booby trap their own hallway,” Wendy said.

 “He might have traps. I mean, why did he have a polymer door and a weird tunnel?” Miranda asked.

 “I agree,” I said. “Tyler has robot guards that look like spiders. Traps do not seem farfetched at all.”  

Wendy looked irritated. “Sure, but he didn’t expect anybody to find this entrance. As you said, that weird little tunnel was probably only to keep out something big.”

 “I wonder how long it took him to build this place,” I said.

 “With a handful of robots and the necessary materials, it might have taken months,” Miranda answered. “There’s plenty of metal in the ground here, and so he probably didn’t need to worry about more than the starting materials. He simply made what he needed.”

 “There are two doors here,” Wendy said at a junction in the hallway. “I suggest we split up again. Max and I will take the right door, and you and the sheriff can take the other,” she said to Miranda.

Miranda frowned slightly at Wendy, and then she looked at me. Finally, after what seemed an inordinate pause, Miranda nodded. “At least then somebody with a weapon will be on each team, but maybe I should go with Wendy and you should go with the sheriff.”

Now it was Wendy’s turn to frown. “We’ll be fine. Come on, Pooh Bear. Let’s look for honey in Rabbit’s hole,” she said in a seductive voice.

Wendy pushed the only button on the wall and the door on the right slid open. She took my hand and led the way through. I glanced back at Miranda, who was still frowning.

 “Be careful,” I said as I slipped through the door.  

Miranda looked torn for a moment, but then she turned to John and said, “All right, let’s do this Rosco P. Coltrane.”

When the door slid shut behind me, I gently disengaged my hand from Wendy’s. I didn’t want her to get angry, but I didn’t want to hold her hand either. She led the way down the new hallway.

 




 Chapter 28. Miranda

 

Pooh Bear? How stupid, I thought. Splitting up allowed us to cover twice the area, but I wasn’t happy that Max went off into the dark with his ex-girlfriend. They’d probably find a way to get distracted and compromise the mission. The way she held his hand… She was definitely into him. I couldn’t tell for sure, but he seemed to be playing it cool like maybe he was into her too and didn’t want her to know it. Guys do stupid things like that. Not that I’m jealous, I told myself. What do I care if they get back together? “Grrrrrr. Men.” I realized I had said this last part out loud. John pretended not to hear me.

John and I walked through our door and into a stairwell. We made our way down a flight of stairs to a large room that resembled a factory floor with robotic arms and assembly line stations along a conveyor system. Everything in the room was smudged with grease and the room smelled like motor oil. Along the assembly line were small spider robots in various degrees of partial construction.

 “Tyler had an impressive operation here,” John said. “He must have been worried that the Service would figure out what he was up to. This is some serious protection.”

I was sort of stupefied as to why we were here at all. I knew Max really didn’t want to leave his graviton bars behind or lose his ring, but we probably should have just borrowed weapons from John and finished the mission first. But then losing my Voltaic Fusion Pistol made me sad because my father gave it to me as a graduation present. I was the first in our family to join the Service, and he seemed so proud. I guess I had some selfish reasons for wanting to get my gun back and thought perhaps Max must have some of his own regarding the ring.

We were about half way across the room when John put his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t move!” he whispered.

I froze. If I had learned anything in our brief association, it was to stand still when John said so. “What is it?” I asked.

 “Listen,” he said.

I heard faint clicking and the soft whining of servos and gears all around us. I looked at John. He held a pair of guns that resembled high-tech sawed-off shotguns. He pointed one to our left and one to our right.

I picked up a large wrench from the workstation next me as quietly as I could manage, figuring that it was better to have an improvised metal club than no weapon at all.  

 “Take cover,” he said.

The second I ducked low John fired four shots, one in each direction, right then left then behind us and in front. The shots exploded on impact like grenades. The factory machinery was in ruins and grease fires burned around us.

I assumed because the spiders were so low to the ground it would be hard to tell if John had done any damage to them, and with the added crackle of the fire, I couldn’t hear them. He started reloading his guns.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a spider crawl over a table and launch itself at John. I moved with all my speed to intercept it. Wrench met spider face, and the wrench won. The spider landed on the stone floor and twitched.

 “Thanks,” John said. “Whatever poison Tyler put in those things is really nasty. Duck again.”

I ducked as before and he fired another volley of rocket propelled grenades. The factory room filled with smoke and felt really warm.  

 “We need to get out of here,” he said.

We stayed low as we crawled back toward the door we arrived through, but a barrel of tipped oil burned hot on the floor near the exit and there was no way past.

 “There’s another exit,” I said. I pointed toward the opposite side of the shop.

We were hacking and coughing as we made our way toward the other door. We stumbled through the metal entryway into a dark hallway. The darkness was nearly absolute, in fact, but at least we were out of the smoke. We sat for a moment and regained our breath.

 “It would seem he forgot to install fire safety equipment,” John pointed out.

I pointed down the corridor with my flashlight, which I had dug from my cargo pants pockets. “We need to keep going. We don’t know if we’re cut off from the exit. This might be a dead end.”

 “I’m sick of robot spiders,” he said as he stood and we made our way forward.

At the end of the hall, we came to an open room with high ceilings and padded walls. There were racks of wooden swords and staves, and the floor was covered in faux wood.

 “This guy really had a nice compound,” I said. “If I ever own a place, I hope I have my own dojo.”

John picked up one of the wooden swords and ran his hand down the length of its blade. “This sword was used in sparring.”

I saw dents in the wood. “Maybe he bought it used,” I suggested.

 “Or maybe he wasn’t the only one here.”

 “We should call Max and warn him,” I said. “The spider robot attack on top of the hill and in the workshop might have been Tyler’s accomplice’s doing, not the spiders still following Tyler’s last command as we assumed.”

 “We don’t know for certain he had an accomplice, but you’re right. This might be important information. We shouldn’t be separated if these attacks are more than the robots carrying out old instructions.”

I pulled out my com link and called Wendy.

 “The agent you are trying to reach does not have an active com link,” a female computer voice said.

 “That’s odd,” I said.

John frowned. “She had a com link. It is possible something has happened to her.”

 “All the more reason to hurry,” I said.

There was a second door in the dojo, and John led the way through it. Tyler’s compound was turning out to be massive, and it was becoming apparent that he’d been working on it for longer than a few months. I couldn’t imagine how he could have afforded any of this on an agent’s salary.

An elevator was waiting for us at the end of the hallway.

 “Up or down?” I asked.

 “We went down a flight of stairs and so Max and Wendy might be above us. However, they might have already found this elevator and gone down.”

 “Let’s try up first,” I said.

 




 Chapter 29. Max

 

We walked for nearly five minutes in silence. Wendy led the way through different doors without hesitation. I was lost. I couldn’t have gotten back to the entrance if I wanted to, but Wendy seemed confident in her choices. I hoped that confidence had some grounding in fact. We passed through a room filled with metal crates. I looked inside one, and it was empty, but the outside described the contents as an Autoforce 200i sentry robot, military grade hardware. Apparently Tyler had stolen his robot guards from Stellar Command. Maybe they were on the Phoenix he stole, I thought. We also passed through a room full of dark monitors, which reminded me vaguely of Captain Johnson’s office. Wendy apparently found it all uninteresting and kept on moving. She finally stopped when we came to an elevator. She pushed the down button and the door slid open.

 “Is that safe?” I asked. I imagined that the elevator was a trap where you step in and it incinerates you rather than going up or down.

 “I think so,” she said. She pointed at the control panel. “It looks like somebody got peanut butter on that button, and it probably wasn’t an intruder.”

She had a point. The doors closed when I stepped in and we descended, which felt a lot like leaving your stomach a few hundred yards behind the drop was so quick. There was a ding and the doors opened. I stepped out into a large bright room that looked like a hotel lobby.

There were couches surrounding a low table with a pot of coffee and creamer on it. Wendy walked over to it and sniffed it.

 “Let’s have a cup of coffee,” she said.

 “Why not?” I said.  

She handed me a cup of cold coffee and we each drank it down. Then she sniffed the creamer and drank it straight from the container.

I noted that paintings hung on every wall. “I didn’t know Tyler had class.”

 “He didn’t,” Wendy said. She put her hand on my shoulder and I turned to face her. “I did.” I went out as approximately one point twenty-one gigawatts coursed through my body.

I came to lying in a bed with my hands tied to the bed frame and my clothes on a chair across the room. I had a gag in my mouth that was tied much too tight.

 “Ah, you’re awake. I worried that I might have overdone that jolt a little.”

The best I could manage was, “Mmph urg ah mmph!”

 “You used to be so big and strong, but look at you now. Tsk-tsk. Now you look like a withered shadow of your old self.” She pulled out her molecular destabilizer. “You’ve managed to ruin everything, not that I should be surprised, I suppose. You always come through missions and, well, you always get the people around you killed. You might just be the luckiest bastard on the planet. I plan to change that, though.”

 “Uhm mmph hmph ur,” I spat back venomously at her.

 “Yes, well, this time you got the wrong person killed and now you are going to pay. I plan to make this as painful as I can.” She aimed her weapon toward my lower abdomen. I squirmed.

 “Max? Wendy?” a female voice called from another room. It was Miranda.

 “Damn! They’re supposed to be dead, killed by the spiders. None of you can do anything right,” Wendy whispered.

I shouted, “Mmph mmph mmph ugh!”

Wendy sighed. “One for the road, then. This isn’t finished. You’ll have to watch your back for the rest of your short life. I’m only letting you live now so that I can kill you slowly later. You don’t deserve to be let off easily with a quick shot to each of your four hearts.”

She pulled the trigger and shot me in the hip. Flesh and bone vaporized, and I moaned with the pain of it. The wound wasn’t large, and in fact she had barely grazed me, but it was very painful. I would heal in a few minutes, but my eyes rolled back in my head as I coped with the immediate agony.

When Miranda sprinted into the room, Wendy was already gone. When she saw me tied to the bed without clothes on, she looked livid. “You can’t keep your pants on for a minute, can you?” she asked. “I have your things.”  

She threw my graviton bars, three pens, and my ring at me. They hit me in the face. Apparently she didn’t notice I was tied up, gagged, and bleeding from a gaping wound on my hip because she stalked out of the room. I wondered if she knew the pens were disguised stun grenades when she threw them right at my head. They weren’t designed to kill, but at that close range, my cranium wouldn’t have felt good if they went off.

I called after her, “Mmph mmph eer!”

Two holograms appeared. My ring must have activated when it hit me in the face.

 “Maximus!” my mother’s hologram said.

 “Mmph mmph,” I replied.

 “Son, you should put on some clothes,” my father’s hologram said.

 “Mmph mmph mmph,” I said.

 “Yeah, I remember that time, too. But you’re not six anymore,” my dad said.

I rolled my eyes. “Mmmmmph!”

 “I think he wants us to call for help,” my mother said.

 “It sounded like he wanted a sandwich to me,” my father said.

 “Is there anybody that can untie my son?” my mother called out.

 “And bring him a sandwich if you have one!” my father called.

John came in a moment later and removed my gag.

 “Thank you,” I said.

 “I don’t have a sandwich,” he said.  

I sighed. “Please, untie me.”

Shortly after John untied me, Miranda walked back into the room. “There’s no sign of Wendy. What happened?”

 “Well, she asked me if I wanted a cup of coffee and then she drank the cream. That’s the last thing I remember,” I said.

Miranda stared at me. “You had a…” She made air quotes. “‘Cup of coffee’ with the bunny and she ‘drank the cream’? Do men always think with the wrong head?”

 “Yes,” my mother and father said in unison.

When I stood up, my half-vaporized boxers fell down. My mother shielded her eyes and turned away. I quickly covered myself with a hand.

 “Two hands, Maximus,” my father suggested. He turned to my mother, “Now, aren’t you glad we didn’t name him Paul?”

 “Thanks Dad,” I answered. I turned to Miranda before she could shoot me or hit me with something. “Wendy’s in this with Tyler. She was trying to kill me before you showed up.”

 “Get some pants on, Pooh Bear,” she said as she walked out of the room. At least she didn’t hit me or shoot me, I thought. That was a plus.

 “Mom and Dad, I’ll talk to you later. Right now, things are a little…”

 “Complicated?” my dad offered.

 “You’re always too busy to talk,” my mother said. She sniffled. “We wait and wait to talk to you, and you never have time for us.”

I groaned. “Mother!”

 “He’ll talk when he can talk,” my father said.

 “I’m sorry, but I don’t have time for this right now. I’ll talk to you soon.” I grabbed my ring and shut off the holograms.

John looked at me disapprovingly. “No guns. No pants. You’re not much of an agent.”

 “Thanks,” I said. “I do things my own way.”

 “Yes, you do,” he muttered. “Without weapons and without pants. Not much of a strategy for success.” John walked out of the room.

I put on my shorts, shirt, and shoes. As I was dressing, I saw myself in the mirror and noticed a little bit of lipstick on my cheek. I wiped it off. I had no idea how it got there.  

When I walked into the next room, Miranda was sitting in an arm chair with her arms folded and John was sitting on a couch. The room reminded me of a sitcom living room. The floor had short tan carpet with matching furniture, widescreen television on one wall, and a fireplace on another. Framed digital panels on the walls gave the illusion of windows looking out into a peaceful garden.

 “When Wendy heard you coming, she said the spiders should have killed you,” I said.

Miranda didn’t look at me. “She was wrong.”

 “I knew about those pesky spiders from my last visit, and so I brought the right tools,” John said. He pulled a pair of short weapons from under his shirt that resembled sawed-off shotguns, but I could see they were much more technologically advanced.

 “Are those Ultra Mag Two RPGs?” I asked.

He nodded. “With depleted uranium shrapnel.”

 “Isn’t that bad for the environment?” I asked.

 “Not as bad as it is for the poor bastard that gets blown up by it,” he replied.

 “Now that you have your pants back on, are you ready to continue the mission?” Miranda asked. She didn’t look at me, and I could see that her eyes were a little red.

I had no idea what her problem was. “Ready as I always am.”

Miranda pulled a com link out and set it on the table. “We need to check in with the Captain.”  

She hit a few intangible buttons in the air, and in a moment the hologram of Captain Johnson appeared.

 “Agent Maximus and Agent Miranda. How nice of you to check in after being AWOL for fourteen days,” he said coolly.

 “Fourteen days?” I asked.

 “Sir, we were captured and have only recently returned from Zeta-Terra. We were unable to report until now because we didn’t have a com link,” Miranda said politely.

The captain rubbed his chin. “There and back through a wormhole would at least partially explain your extended absence. I sent Agent Wendy to look for you, and all she has reported thus far is a ship falling out of the sky with no survivors.”

 “Sir, we survived,” I said.

 “I liked Agent Wendy’s version of the story better,” he said. “He looked around. Where is she?”

 “Agent Tyler and Agent Wendy had a plot to sell Agent Maximus for Tritium on Zeta-Terra, but Agent Tyler was eaten by a Wendigo there and now Wendy is evading us,” Miranda said.

The captain rubbed his chin for a few moments and then looked at the ceiling. “Was Agent Maximus worth a lot of Tritium?”

 “Sir?” Miranda asked.

He frowned. “Never mind. Have you found the cause of the ping in Minnesota?” he asked.

 “Yes, sir. Agent Tyler brought a Wendigo from Zeta-Terra as part of the arrangement. We are currently trying to track it down.”

Captain Johnson sighed. “Well, as you’ve let it roam free for fourteen days, it’s probably gained too much strength to be contained. As you know, Wendigo grow with each meal, and by now it’ll be nearly unstoppable. I’d send my best agents, but they’re busy with a more important world-ending assignment. You will have to stop the Wendigo using lethal force, if you can stop it at all. If you find Agent Wendy, feel free to bring her in for questioning, but don’t harm her. I’m curious how much Tritium they were offered for Agent Maximus.”  

I rolled my eyes.

 “Yes, sir,” Miranda said. Then she added under her breath, “I’m sure it was more than he was worth.”

 “Dismissed,” the captain said, and the com link displayed a blank blue interface and then stopped emitting.

 




 Chapter 30. Max

 

I thought Miranda was going to shoot me. I made her wait while I raided Tyler’s pantry, but I was really hungry. I only found one Bar-F, expired eggs, moldy bread, a big bag of Reese’s Pieces, and a Mountain Dew. Tyler really needed to get out shopping more. I had to give him props though for stocking my favorite candy.

I offered to share the Reese’s Pieces with John and Miranda as we walked out of Tyler’s compound, but neither was interested. Their loss. Miranda only spoke to John when necessary and seemed to not hear anything I said.

I had no clue how to get out of there, but Miranda and John seemed to choose hallways and doors effortlessly. By the time we reached the small four foot tunnel at the entrance, I had finished the Reese’s and the Mountain Dew. I had finished the Bar-F before we were under the afternoon sky.

 “What’s the plan?” I asked.

 “First, we need to determine the Wendigo’s location. He might not have stayed around here. He would probably head for a more populated area where it is easier to pick off people. These creatures’ hunger is insatiable, and unlike most biological beings, they never stop growing. If he has a large enough food supply, he’ll eventually grow to proportions that make dinosaurs look small. Wendigo are capable of asexual reproduction—and actually prefer it—and if the beast gets big enough, it’ll have offspring.”

 “How will we find it?” I asked.

Miranda gave me a disdainful look. “We start with the Internet and the local and regional newspapers for missing persons reported. There are many animals to eat in the woods here, and so the creature’s presence might not be obvious yet—just some unconnected reports of missing people. We can’t let this get to the point where we have to make up fake evidence like we did with the Zodiac Killer.”

 “So, our next stop is town then?” I asked.

 “There’s a coffee shop on main street with free Internet access and newspapers,” John answered.

 “Fine,” Miranda said.

John nodded. “I’ll drive. Let’s head to my house.”

Miranda and I took our baggage from the back of Wendy’s truck and carried it with us. As we walked through the woods towards John’s cottage, I kept one eye out for signs of the Wendigo and one eye on Miranda. Her behavior had me baffled.

I was also feeling guilty for not seeing any of this coming. We hadn’t even seen the Wendigo that Tyler brought here yet and so had no idea how big it was. For all we knew, old Japanese horror movies might look less silly and more like premonition by the time we found this creature. Things shouldn’t have spiraled this far out of control. I should have been more suspicious when Tyler first appeared on our plane. It’s very rare that the Service deploys more than two agents to a mission, and his vague explanations didn’t add up from the start. In fact, there were clues along the way that I simply didn’t pick up on. Now I wondered what clues I had missed altogether, even after the fact. I thought maybe I could forgive myself for not seeing any hint that Wendy was involved. Wendy was obviously out for revenge, though, and she had the sadistic personality to get it in spades. She’d hit me when I was the most vulnerable, and she made it clear that it was going to hurt as she killed me if she got the chance.

Miranda seemed genuinely angry with me, but I couldn’t figure out why. Of any partner I’d ever had, I’d kept her mostly unharmed the longest. The broken leg thing really wasn’t my fault, and I fixed that. Maybe getting captured was my fault, but she came out of that unharmed. As partners go, I liked her too. In fact, she was the best partner I had ever had. She was more than competent, and she was cool under fire. Even though she carried a Voltaic Fusion Pistol, I noticed she had it set to stun, which I really appreciated. If she was pissed enough, she might use it on me, and she seemed close to pissed enough. Maybe she was upset because I kept getting taken off guard, I thought, and maybe I needed to let her know I was taking the mission seriously. I didn’t know how to tell her that, though.

I knew we were getting close to John’s house when I heard the fire chickens clucking and saw the mysterious lone goat. I wanted to ask what the goat was crossbred with, just out of curiosity, because I figured there was little chance it was an ordinary goat. But I didn’t ask because I couldn’t think of a way to do it politely.

 “Wait here. I’ll pull out of the garage,” John instructed us.

Miranda and I stood there for a minute looking in opposite directions, me at the goat and her at the trees or something.  

 “I’m sorry I’m not doing a good job,” I said.

She didn’t answer, and I tried to think of something else to say, but John pulled up in a shiny yellow and black Camaro. He popped the trunk, and Miranda and I put our bags in the back. Miranda hopped in the backseat without a word, and so I sat in front.

John drove like a maniac along winding dirt trails, accelerated on partially paved roads, and slid onto actual paved streets. He took us from the middle of nowhere to the Deer Bean Coffee Shop in under six minutes. “Fun!” I declared the ride as I got out of the car. I glanced back and noticed that Miranda looked a little green.

A “free Internet” sign hung on the outside of the building, as promised, and another sign that read “Tuesday mornings: half-price beer.”  

 “People drink beer on Tuesday mornings here?” I asked.

 “No,” John replied. “They drink beer every morning but it’s half-price on Tuesdays.”

 “This is a coffee shop, right?” I asked.

John pointed to the name. “They sell coffee, too. People usually drink that before dawn, though.”

John led the way inside, Miranda followed him, and I took up the rear. The clientele were an eclectic bunch: folks wearing socks and sandals at the same time, others wearing greasy jeans and stained flannel shirts, and still others in orange hooded sweatshirts and Carhartt bib overalls. It was afternoon, and the place had twenty-five people in it. There was an old computer in the corner with a sign on it that read “five minute limit.”

Miranda went straight for the computer as John walked up to the counter. I followed the sheriff because I thought maybe Miranda needed her space—whatever that means.

 “Tom, I need today’s Ely Echo and Duluth News Tribune,” John asked. He looked at me and then added, “I’ll take a few sticks of beef jerky, too.”

Tom handed John two newspapers and four sticks of beef jerky.

 “Thanks, Tom,” John said and paid for the items.  

He handed me the beef jerky, then took the papers to a table by the window and started reading. By the time Miranda joined us, I had finished the jerky.

 “Other than the mysterious disappearance of our former innkeeper and a couple missing hikers, I don’t see much,” Miranda said.

 “Look here,” John said and he pushed a newspaper into the middle of the table. “This article says there have been a string of missing cats and dogs in Silver Bay.”

The article was only a few paragraphs long. Apparently, pets were going missing all over that town and folks were being warned not to leave their animals outside unattended. The article said the authorities suspected wolves.

 “That might be him,” Miranda said.

 “He’s being very clever. He’s trying to get strong enough that he’s unstoppable before the humans realize they are being hunted,” John said.

 “Shh!” Miranda looked around. “It looks like we have our next stop,” she said in a whisper.

 “Can you pass the comic section?” I asked.

When Miranda gave me an angry look, I shrugged. “What? It’s going to be a long ride.”

We loaded into John’s car again. I had the comic section, and Miranda had the news sections.

 “Buckle up. We’re going sixty-seven miles down the most treacherous road on the planet,” John said as he hit the gas pedal.  

He was right. The road seemed designed to dodge pursuing helicopters. It rose and fell, curved and dipped, the whole while with no shoulders. The sides of the road were flat faces of rock, trees, boulders, and fifty foot drops. If I was going to design an amusement park ride, this would have been my masterpiece.

Even in John’s sporty car, safely traversing the road required that he slow it down a bit, but just a bit. I finished the comics in the first five minutes of our drive, and the rest of the way I simply enjoyed the roller coaster ride. Miranda didn’t look like she was having fun at all. I didn’t try to speak to her though because I still didn’t know what to say.

 “We’re about twenty minutes away,” John said.

 “Great! I could really use a pee,” I said.

He looked at me. “You really don’t have to share everything with us.”

 “Look out!” Miranda said, pointing from the backseat at a giant moose walking across the road. John swerved, and we skidded into the trees, smashing into a boulder the size of a pickup truck. The airbags inflated and cushioned the blow, but the impact was still jarring.

I looked in the side view mirror. “It’s okay. Everything’s fine. You didn’t hit it.”

John sighed. “We’re now about two hours away.” He stepped out of the car.

 “Be careful,” Miranda whispered. “The moose is the most dangerous animal in Minnesota. Don’t startle it.”

 “I’m sure the most dangerous animal in Minnesota is the Wendigo,” John said. “The moose will wander off in a moment.”

I got out of the car and Miranda followed. We grabbed our bags from the trunk. John retrieved a small backpack also. The sky had clouded over in the past few hours and now looked dark and threatening.

 “I loved this car,” he said. He shook his head and looked away, almost tearful, I thought. “Let’s go.”

The moose wandered off the road as we watched, and we could hear him crunching and grunting as he walked down into the thicker underbrush. I tried to see it, but there was too much foliage.  

I had just started up the road behind John and Miranda when the moose wailed and I heard a thrashing in the underbrush. Miranda and John froze. We could hear tearing and slurping coming from the forest. Something big shifted among the dense branches.

 “Be very still,” whispered John.

He pulled out his pair of Ultra Mag Two RPGs, and Miranda mirrored his motions, retrieving her Voltaic Fusion Pistol. I took out a pen from my pocket.

 “If it can eat a moose, we’re not going to take it down with weapons like these,” Miranda whispered.

 “You’re right. We need to lure it someplace that we can even the playing field,” John whispered back.

 “Lake Superior,” I whispered.

 “Why Lake Superior?” Miranda asked.

 “Wendigo are afraid of water because they can drown,” I whispered. “And they can’t swim.”  

 “That’s all well and good, but we’re fifteen miles from Lake Superior. We can’t outrun him all the way to the lake and then ask him to jump in when he gets there,” Miranda whispered.

 “We can’t kill him, but we can slow him down,” John said. “We can hurt the creature, and then maybe we can get him to chase us there.”

 “That still won’t get him in the water,” Miranda said.

 “We’ll improvise when we get there,” I said.

 “Listen,” John ordered.

There were no more tearing or slurping sounds. I peered into the woods for motion, but I couldn’t see or hear anything unusual in the thick underbrush. A light drizzle began to fall on us.

 




 Chapter 31. Max

 

Then an enormous bone-white hand knocked all three of us backward across the road. Miranda crumpled against a tree, and I redecorated a granite boulder with my body. John tumbled into his Camaro through the back window.

The Wendigo roared and stomped toward me. I was still dazed by the impact of smashing into a huge rock.

 “Hey ugly,” John said as he crawled out of the car. “I’ve got a message from your dad.” The sheriff pulled the triggers on his Ultra Mags. “Time’s up.”

The RPGs slammed into the Wendigo’s gut and exploded with terrible force. The creature tottered and gripped the crater that had once been its stomach, then toppled over as yellow-green goo oozed from between its clutched fingers and its face contorted in rage and agony.

 “Let’s go!” Miranda gasped, still regaining her breath. “He won’t stay down long.”

I scrambled to my feet on the wet ground and grabbed the pen I had dropped. The three of us ran down the road like our lives depended on it.

Miranda was faster than John and me. She would leap forward with blinding speed but kept waiting for us every few hundred yards.

 “Miranda, get to Silver Bay first to find a way to get the Wendigo into the water,” I suggested.

She nodded. “Don’t get eaten first.”

She bounded away in a blur, leaving John and me to run at our more human pace.

 “When he gets back up, he’ll be angry; and he will follow our scent,” John said. “I’ve only got two more shots left, and so we have to make them count. The rain will help confuse our scent, but it won’t stop him. I’m guessing we have thirty minutes at most before he catches back up to us.”

 “Yeah, you did some serious damage. The way he lost his stomach, he’s going to be hungry and angry,” I said. “I have some stun grenades. They should at least slow him down a little.”

We ran in silence through the rain, pushing ourselves as fast as we could. I had excellent endurance, but I wasn’t any faster than a human in good condition. John looked winded, and I was beginning to wonder if he was going to fall behind. He wasn’t technically an agent, and I had let him get tangled up in this. I knew it was his choice, but I vowed not to let him die.

John looked at his watch. “When the beast comes, he won’t come head on. He’ll hit us from the side. The Wendigo are ambush predators. He’s going to prefer me because I am the one who shot him, so don’t stop running.”

 “I’m not going to leave you,” I said.

 “Miranda is going to be waiting for you, and you’re not going to make it to the lake ahead of the creature if you wait for me.”

We had run only another thirty paces when a crash in the woods to our right signaled the coming attack. John dove to the side of the road and fired each of his weapons at the creature’s chest. The sound was deafening. The gaping, yellow-green wounds on the creature’s chest weren’t as serious as the stomach wound, and the beast swatted John. He flew a ways and hit a tree, crumpling to the ground like a cartoon character.

I yanked out my pen and set a two-second delay with two taps of a finger. “Open wide!” I shouted as I charged headlong toward the creature.

The beast looked surprised for a second, but then it snatched me up. When it opened its mouth, I tossed the pen in. The muffled explosion made the creature’s eyes bulge. He dropped me and gripped his throat.

I ran to John and helped him up. His arm was limp at his side, and he had a gash on his forehead.

A pickup was driving by at that moment and stopped to survey the scene. I yelled to the driver that my friend was hurt and needed medical attention, and then I shoved John into the pickup bed and jumped in after him. “Go!” I yelled at the driver, a local in the uniform of the area, a red plaid shirt, who looked half in shock at the site of the Wendigo but managed to throw gravel from his tires as he pulled away as fast as his truck would go.  

The pickup was old and slow, however, and the Wendigo no more turned his attention to us than he was running us down. I pulled out another pen and tossed it at the Wendigo’s eyes. The explosion was deafening, and I covered my ears at the pain as I watched the Wendigo trip and fall, writhing in pain.

I tapped on the rear window of the cab, and the driver reached around and pushed it open a crack. “Drive like your life depends on it!”

John kept glancing at his watch. He told me eight minutes had gone by since we hit the road with our newfound friend with a pickup and the Wendigo would be on us in moments. We passed a sign that said Silver Bay was two miles.

 “We’re not going to make it,” I said. I pointed at the trees shaking to our left. “The Wendigo will be here in a moment. Get to safety, and I’ll be at the lake as soon as I can.”

As the Wendigo loomed up out of the woods at the edge of the road, I jumped from the truck and rolled. I didn’t wait to see if it was following me. I ran into the woods. I tapped my ring.

My mother and father’s holograms appeared on either side of me, running as if to keep pace though it wasn’t necessary. They could have merely floated there but it was part of their programming to maintain the illusion they were real.

 “Why are we running in the rain, son?” my father asked.

 “There’s a giant beast called a Wendigo trying to eat me, and I was wondering if you two could help me distract it.”

 “You know we are holograms, right?” my father asked.

 “The Wendigo doesn’t know that, though.”

 “Oh, darling, don’t get eaten by the Wendigo,” my mother said, concern in her tone.

 “I’m trying not to, Mom,” I said. “I’ve got a stun grenade, but he isn’t going to let me throw it into his mouth a second time.”

 “Stun grenade? How very nonviolent of you,” my father said sarcastically.

 “Now’s not the time, Dad.”

I wove and dodged through trees, trying to stay parallel to the road. I couldn’t outrun the Wendigo to the lake, but I could at least slow him down.

 “Should we tell him a story, or what?” my father asked.

 “We’re so proud of you,” my mother said.

 “Still not the time, Mom. Pretend you are attacking him or something. Just confuse him.”

My mother and father slowed down. They couldn’t stray more than a forty yards from the ring I was wearing, but if nothing else, they could warn me of attacks so I wouldn’t have to keep glancing over my shoulders.

I could hear my father taunting the beast. “I’ve never seen a creature as ugly as you. What’s your secret?”

My mother was more diplomatic. “Would you like to talk about your anger?”

The Wendigo swatted at each of my parents, but they moved effortlessly out of the way. While I leapt through underbrush and over slippery fallen logs, I set the delay on my pen grenade to a second. My plan was simple: when the beast got tired of trying to kill my parents and finally went for me, I’d toss it straight into his face. The other stun grenades had at least slowed him down and I hoped for the same result with this one. I didn’t have far to go now and all I needed as a little more time.

 “You shall not pass,” my father yelled dramatically.

The Wendigo swiped at him, and I chuckled.

 “Have you ever considered becoming vegan?” my mother asked. “It’s a very healthy lifestyle.”

That was apparently the last straw for the Wendigo. He ripped a tree from its roots and swiped at my parents. I couldn’t help glancing back to watch. The tree went right through them and the beast roared in frustration and tossed the tree at me.

I tried to move clear, but as I wasn’t watching where I was running, I stumbled as the ground dipped downward and dropped my pen. One-one-thousand, I counted automatically. Boom!

I didn’t have time to cover my eyes or ears and the stun grenade worked on me instead of the beast. My parents might have tried to run interference, but I couldn’t see or hear and so could only hope. It took me a few seconds to get to my feet, valuable seconds I didn’t have, and the Wendigo uprooted another tree and belted me. He broke every rib in my body and rearranged a few of my organs. I tumbled to the bottom of a ravine.  

I heard water gurgle nearby. It wasn’t a deep river, more of a creek, but I willed my broken body to move and half-crawled, half dragged myself into the water. The Wendigo charged after me.

The water was only waist deep on me, but the Wendigo hesitated on the shore. The creek was fifty feet across, and I struggled to the other side, my torso aching both with injury and the healing. The Wendigo picked up large rocks and hurled them at me, but they went wide.

I lay on the far shore panting for a few moments. When I sat up, I saw the Wendigo looking up the creek bed at a bridge. He took giant strides through the foliage toward the bridge.  

I rose painfully and ran through the forest in the direction of the lake.

 




 Chapter 32. Miranda

 

Max might have a stupid male brain, but he was right about needing a way to deal with the Wendigo. I could move much faster than John or Max, and so I bounced away down the road through the rain. I could cross a mile in a minute, and so I quickly came to the edge of Silver Bay where I found a semi truck broken down with a huge tow truck parked in front of it. The tow truck driver was talking to the guy who had broken down. He was about to have a bad day.

I leapt past him without him noticing, but he definitely noticed when I pulled away in his vehicle. In a big city, they’d send helicopters and highway patrol after me, but out here in the sticks it might be twenty minutes before the local officers could respond—and I was going to use every one of those twenty minutes. I whipped the truck around and headed back toward Max and John.  

I didn’t make it far when I saw a pickup truck driving the opposite direction with John in the back. When he saw me and banged on the side of the bed for the driver to pull over. John climbed slowly from the pickup bed and limped to the tow truck. My gut tightened at the fact Max wasn’t with him.

 “Move over,” he ordered.

 “Where’s Max?” I asked.

 “He’ll be running this way soon, and we have to be ready. Move over.”

 “I’ve got this,” I said.

 “I know you do, but I think my arm is broken. I can still drive, but you can use a weapon and I can’t. You take shotgun so you are ready to get in the action.”

John’s arm hung limply at his side, and so I pulled some bandages from my pocket and created a quick makeshift sling. Then I moved to the passenger seat and let him drive. He didn’t go far before he pulled over. There was a bridge right ahead.

 “This bridge is likely the only spot the Wendigo will pass, and so we’ll wait here to make sure we don’t miss him if they go into the woods,” he said.

 




 Chapter 33. Max

 

I scrambled up a wet hill to a dirt road. To my left I could see Lake Superior through the rain, and to my right I could see a massive tow truck parked on the side of the freeway. Then I watched the trees being pushed aside near the dirt road between me and the tow truck.  

I ran for Lake Superior. There wasn’t much hope. It was a half mile run and the Wendigo was almost on top of me. The holograms of my mother and father were running beside me, keeping an eye out for the Wendigo, but they weren’t much help.

Lightning flashed and a split second later thunder boomed overhead. The rain was falling harder now, making the ground slick.

 “He’s almost caught up,” my father said.

 “I know, Dad.”  

 “He knows Harold,” my mother said.

 “He said to watch out for the Wendigo, and that’s what I’m doing,” my father replied.

 “Yes, but you don’t need to state the obvious,” my mother said.

 “It might not have been obvious to him,” my father said. “Remember, you didn’t want to tweak the DNA to give him the mental acuity boost.”

 “That’s so unnatural, which reminds me: I think he needs to eat less meat,” my mother said, that note of concern in her voice again.

I tapped my ring and they vaporized. “I can’t take my parents anywhere,” I said to the rain. I pulled out my graviton bars as I ran and set them to maximum reverse. They emitted an ominous hum. If you think of gravity as a rubber sheet that large objects push dents into when resting on it, then the graviton bars were effectively a finger pushing up from the bottom. A ping pong ball rolling on that sheet would naturally roll gently across the rubber until it came too close to a large object and fell into the dip, and the opposite was true with the graviton bars’ hill in that metaphorical rubber sheet—the ping pong ball would roll away from the peak. At maximum reverse, the graviton bars would roughly cancel out Earth’s gravity, creating close to zero gravity in a thirty-foot radius. Of course, there was the small downside to using maximum power—the bars had a decent chance of becoming unstable and forming a black hole right in my hands.

I spun and jumped as straight up as I could. The Wendigo closed on me quickly. I was nearly out of its reach when it pounced. Unfortunately for the beast, he didn’t know anything about zero gravity physics. The two of us were propelled upward. As we rose, I saw that the tow truck was barreling in our direction. The Wendigo grabbed me tightly and seemed triumphant at first until it realized that we were still going up. I held the graviton bars close to my body, figuring that if I ended up as a snack, that he was going to have swallow them.  

When we were a hundred feet off the ground, the Wendigo’s grip on me loosened, I locked the graviton bars in space-time. Suddenly, the Wendigo gained a lot of weight. I held onto my bars as I slipped through his grip and he fell like Wile E. Coyote holding an anvil.

 “Beep, beep, mother fucker,” I said.

He landed with crushing force, and then the tow truck slammed into his head. “How’s that for a Tylenol headache?”

I swung in the air as if I were crossing monkey bars, planting the graviton bars at the end of each swing and descending in a spiral. Below me, the tow truck spun around, and I saw Miranda hop out of the passenger seat and wrap chains around the Wendigo’s legs.

When I was twenty feet above the tow truck, I turned off the graviton bars and landed on the truck’s flatbed.

 “Go!” I said.

Miranda leapt onto the flatbed with lightning speed and hammered the top of the cab with her fist. Mud flew as the tires spun, and Miranda and I held on to the tow truck’s arm as we accelerated.

She pulled out her Voltaic Fusion Pistol blasted the Wendigo repeatedly in the head. Her weapon’s bullets themselves wouldn’t have been worse than getting shot by rubber bullets—which do hurt by the way—but they generated huge electrical shocks on impact. The effect was similar to getting struck by lightning. Unfortunately, at the rate she was blasting him, she was going to run out of ammo fast.

We left a trail of yellow-green ooze behind us on the muddy road and then streaked the highway with it. I looked into the cab and saw that John was driving. Wherever he was taking us, we were getting there fast. The rain was coming down even harder now, and we were as soaked as two people can be.

For the briefest moment, I was starting to think we might be winning, but then Miranda’s Voltaic Fusion Pistol made an unfortunate clicking sound. She tucked it away in her belt and tapped on the cab window.

 “We have two minutes at most. Are we almost there?” she asked through the sliding back window John opened.

Before he could answer, the Wendigo began flailing at the end of the chain even as he bounced horribly down the blacktop. He whacked a passing car with his fist and knocked over signs.

 “Crap,” I said. “He’s healing, and he doesn’t look happy.”

The Wendigo grabbed a guardrail as we passed and ripped it free. The creature began swinging it at the tow truck, missing twice before the galvanized steel slashed through one of our rear tires and the truck skidded.

There was a tool box on the flat bed, and I opened it, grabbed a spider lug wrench, and threw it like a ninja star at the Wendigo’s face. He roared in anger when the heavy steel hit him. I found a twenty pound sledgehammer and hurled it. The big hammer made a sickening crunch when it struck him in the nose, but I knew I wasn’t doing any serious harm. I just wanted to provide any distraction I could, but I was out of heavy tools and so I started throwing screwdrivers like knives. My aim was good, even if the tools were ineffective against the Wendigo. He looked like a big metal porcupine had gotten too close to his face by the time I ran out of the screwdrivers.

I was out of things to throw, and the Wendigo was franticly lashing out with his arms, grabbing anything he could reach to hurl at us. A sign reading “Silver Bay Marina 1 Mile” embedded itself into the truck so close to me that I had to pull my shirt free.

 “Keep him busy for a little bit more,” Miranda said. “I have an idea.”

She leaned into the cab to talk to John and then leapt off the truck. She bounced with lightning speed toward the waterfront.

 “Keep him busy?” I asked. “That should be easy.”

I pulled a loose chain off the flatbed, stepped all the way back toward the cab, and then made a running leap toward the Wendigo. I landed on his stomach. With blinding speed, he grabbed hold of me with his giant hand, and I lashed repeatedly at his fist with the chain while he tried to crush the life out of me. I wasn’t winning the battle but I was keeping him busy.  

We hit a huge bump as the tow truck flew over a curb and onto a wet sidewalk. The Wendigo groaned as his flesh was ripped off his back. My ribs began popping as he squeezed, and I lost sensation in my legs when my spine finally snapped. I kept lashing at his hand with my chain though. Bright green blood oozed from him now from everywhere I could reach.  

Miranda leapt back into view holding a red gas can. The Wendigo swung at her, but she jumped back and forth out of the way. Each time she leapt over him, she dumped more gas on him. In his rage, the creature threw me at her. I landed on a pile of rocks like a ragdoll. My vision went blurry, but I fought to remain conscious and watched the tow truck drive toward the end of a dock with the Wendigo on the end of the chain hooked to the boom. Miranda then lit the Wendigo and he went up like a bonfire. The creature moaned and roared.  

I blinked a few times as black spots tangoed in my vision. Through the haze and dancing shapes, I saw that the Wendigo managed to pull its feet free of the tow truck right as it went over the end of the dock. The flames on its body were dying out, but the beast looked panicked to be on a dock over water. He leapt over Miranda and shot out of my line of vision. I lost consciousness.

 




 Chapter 34. Miranda

 

Sirens wailed in the distance as the charred Wendigo sprinted into the forest. I wanted to chase him down, but I didn’t have a weapon that could do more than irritate him, and both Max and John needed help.

John had driven off the end of the dock with the tow truck. I saw him pulling himself onto the dock with his one good arm, and so I knew he was alive. I jumped to Max where he lay unconscious on a boulder. His whole body was broken and bloody, but I could feel he had a heartbeat, actually several in sequence. The bleeding had already stopped when I reached him, but he wasn’t conscious and I wondered if even he could mend from so many terrible wounds.

I carried him to the dock and a large sailboat with two masts. I laid him down in the cabin below deck. Even though the boat seemed large from the outside, the inside was small. The bathroom was under the stairs, and the small room where I put Max acted as sleeping quarters, dining area, and kitchen. I was glad I chose one of the larger sailboats.  

I dashed out of the boat to help John, who was lying on the dock breathing hard.  

 “Are you in any condition to move?” I asked.

 “I’m going to be fine. Help me up,” he said.

I offered him a hand and helped him up. He limped as he walked toward the boat I had commandeered, but he simply shook his head at me when I tried to help him. So I ran back to the boat and hotwired the ignition. We needed the gas motors to navigate out of the harbor. I wasn’t much of a sailor, and so I would need the time underway using the engines to figure out how the sails work.  

By the time John was aboard, I had the engines going and the ropes untied from the dock. We bumped a few of the other boats as I did my best to navigate out into the bay. It wasn’t as easy as I hoped, but I got us out of the harbor. I could make out the flashing emergency vehicle lights back on shore, but the rain obscured my vision and I wondered if the responders would even notice us sailing away.

John hunkered down on the bench next to the cabin. The rain was steady, and the wind was cold and biting.

 “You should go below deck,” I said.

He didn’t look up. “I’m right where I want to be, thanks.”  

 “Are you worried I will sink the ship?”

 “A little,” he said. “I don’t think you’ve ever been on a boat.”

 “I’ve been on a boat!” I didn’t bother mentioning that I had never steered one and had no idea how to work the sails. I figured that, if humans had been doing it for centuries, I could do it.

He glanced up at me and then looked back down. “You are so worried about your partner that you are going to fail this mission.”

I knew he had been an agent, and maybe that’s why it stung when he criticized me. “Your partner always comes first,” I said.

 “The mission comes first, and then your partner. You let the Wendigo go.”

 “I didn’t have a way of stopping him!”

 “You are an agent. You are trained to find a way.”

 “It wasn’t possible. My pistol was out of ammo, and the weapon wouldn’t do anything to the creature even if it was fully loaded.”

He looked me in the eye. “If you didn’t want an impossible job, you should have signed up for desk work. Out here, we’re lucky when the odds are a thousand to one against us. You have strengths of your own that you could have used.”

 “I was doing everything I could,” I said, my tone now more defensive than I liked.

 “It wasn’t enough.” He got up and crawled to the front of the boat, where he sat huddled in the rain.

I was left alone to navigate the darkness.

 




 Chapter 35. Max

 

I woke up in a tiny room, lying on a bench next to a kitchen table. I sat up. Nearby was a miniature kitchenette and stairs going into the sunlight. I stumbled a little when I stood, and then I realized that the floor was moving. I crawled into the light. Miranda was holding a tiller and drinking a Diet Mountain Dew.  

 “Where’s the sheriff?” I asked as I noticed we were on a small sailboat. She pointed to the bow, and I saw John sitting on the deck.

I sighed. “I’ll bet he’s still upset about the car. What happened to the Wendigo?”

Miranda frowned. “He escaped. I think the water freaked him out or we would all be dead. He got a good swipe in before he went though.” She lifted her shirt enough for me to see some scratches along her stomach.

 “So, why are we on a boat?”

 “You needed a safe place to recover and we needed a quick getaway. The police were converging on our location, and taking to the water seemed like the easiest way out.”

I scanned the horizon. “Won’t they send helicopters or something?”

 “It has been windy, and the first day on the water was stormy. We’ll have to get off the lake soon now that the weather has cleared up.”

 “How the hell are we going to kill that thing now?”

Miranda sighed. “I don’t know. We gave it everything we had and it still survived. We’re not going to trick it into getting that close to the water again.”

 “Its greatest weakness is that it needs to breathe, just like the rest of us. There are other ways to suffocate it. Maybe we can trap it in a burning building or launch it into outer space.”

 “We’re fresh out of spaceships, and the thing is twenty feet tall now and getting bigger. There aren’t many buildings we could fit it into.”

 “We’ll need to improvise. He’s tough to kill, but he’s not invulnerable. We need to keep trying. If we don’t do him in and he gets large enough, he’ll start making babies; and soon we’ll have more of them to deal with. It wouldn’t take long before the Wendigo’s progeny overrun the planet.”

 “If we find him too many more times, we’ll all be dead,” she said and shook her head. “I know we don’t have any other option, but I want to go on record that this is a bad idea.”

I nodded. “Gotcha. If it doesn’t work, we’ll leave a note for any intergalactic travelers that the planet is overrun by Wendigo and that this was all my fault.”

I climbed along the sailboat’s rail to the bow where John was listening to a radio. One of his arms was in a makeshift sling. The injury on his forehead had scabbed over.

 “Hey, I’m sorry about your car,” I said.

John nodded and took a sip from a beer bottle.  

I cleared my throat. “So, I have a plan.”

John didn’t look up, but he didn’t leave either. Maybe because there really isn’t anywhere to go, a little voice said inside my slowly clearing mind.

 “We’re going to sneak up on the Wendigo, figure out how to kill him, and then do it. Are you in?”

John nodded but kept his eyes on the horizon. “You’re an idiot.”

I crawled back to the stern and sat next to Miranda.

 “He likes my plan,” I said.

 “We’re all going to die.” Miranda turned the tiller, and the sailboat headed toward shore.

 “It could be worse,” I said.

 “How?”

I thought for a moment. “Well, we could be unarmed bite-sized snacks for a creature that will smell us coming before we know where it is.”

She smiled reluctantly. “You’re right. It could be much worse.”

The scream of a rocket propelled grenade split the air.  

 “Look out!” Miranda shouted. She pulled me overboard into the frigid water of Lake Superior, but a moment later I felt the heat of the explosion above us even as Miranda pulled us deeper. I could see that the sailboat was ripped apart above us, and I hoped John managed to get off in time.

When we surfaced after what seemed about a half minute too long to me, I gasped for breath.

Miranda spat water out of her mouth. “Wendy!”

 “Maybe the situation could be a little worse after all,” I admitted.

John was sputtering and treading water with one arm a few feet away. Miranda swam over to him and helped him. I swam after them in my clumsy half-drowning way. The shore was a long way off, and I wasn’t confident I could make it that far.

As we swam toward shore, I peered around us in all directions, but the source of the rocket propelled grenade was nowhere to be seen. I was sure Wendy was watching us, though. She wasn’t trying to kill me yet, which she had made clear she wanted to do slowly, but I was sure she wanted Miranda and John out of the way first. You couldn’t get further out of the way than dead.

We kept low against the large boulders as we neared the shore and scanned for signs of our attacker.

 “How did she know where we were?” I asked through my labored breathing.

Miranda frowned. “She might have put a tracking device on you while you were unconscious.”

 “Why? She thought you guys were dead and she was planning to torture me to death in that room.”

 “Maybe,” John said as we climbed into the rocks, sitting down beneath the skyline to get our breath. “She might have known there was a chance Miranda and I would live. She could have had a contingency plan. Planting a tracking device is what I would have done.”

 “She might have been planning to keep him alive for years,” Miranda said. “Having a tracking device on him would keep him from escaping.”  

 “So what do I do about it?” I asked.

 “Well, we lost our backpacks, and so you can’t switch clothes. Why don’t you take off your shoes first and we’ll try to check them?” Miranda asked.

 “She’s probably watching us right now,” I said.

 “She is definitely watching us right now,” John said. “But Miranda is right—there’s no sense running if she can just follow us.”

I took off my shoes and Miranda and John studied them.

 “They stink,” John said. “Maybe she’s following the smell.”

 “Take off your shirt,” Miranda said.

I did, and they examined every stitch. Miranda threw it back at me. “Put that back on and do what you do best—take off your shorts,” she said.

I didn’t argue. I handed her my shorts, and she studied them. They looked stumped.

 “I don’t see any tracking devices here either,” she said and tossed them at me.

John grabbed hold of my hair.

 “Hey!” I protested.

 “Hold still,” he said. I felt him run his fingers along my neck.

 “Found it,” he said. He jabbed a spot, which was uncomfortable under his big finger.

 “Great,” I said. “How do we get it out?”

 “Miranda, take this,” John said. I couldn’t see what they were doing behind me. “I can’t touch his blood.”

I felt a hot slash. “Ouch! What are you…”

 “Hold still,” Miranda said. I felt her dig around in my skin with a sharp instrument. “Stop squirming!” She dug some more into my flesh. “Got it!”

I reached back and touched the spot on my neck where she had cut but it had already healed. I rubbed my neck anyway because it still stung.

I turned around and she was holding a short bloody knife that she wiped off and put into her boot. She showed me a tiny black ball.  

 “Looks like the bunny rabbit left a pellet.”

I noticed a roving red dot on Miranda’s forehead and pushed her down as energy crackled through the air and struck me in the shoulder. I smelled burnt flesh and felt numb on my left side.

 “Ow,” Miranda said.

 “Yeah, I’ll bet that hurt,” I said through gritted teeth. I took a deep breath as sensation in the form of pain returned to the left half of my body. I fell to my knees and Miranda and John scrambled behind a large pile of rocks. I joined them.

 “She’s mad that Tyler’s dead and thinks it’s my fault because people around me have a propensity for getting hurt.”

 “It’s sort of hard to argue with her on that point,” Miranda said.

John patted me on my good shoulder. “You really have a way with the ladies.”

 “I’m going to draw her fire,” I said. “You two make a break for the trees and don’t stop running.”

 “We’re a team; we’ll stick together,” Miranda said. “I only wish I wasn’t out of ammo.”

 “We don’t have any way of fighting back, and she’ll kill you. She only wants me,” I said. “She would rather you were safely out of the way, as in dead, but she won’t risk losing me again and so won’t follow you. If she gets in close trying to get us all, you’ll miss your chance to get away.”  

 “Good plan,” John said. “Right after you start running, we’ll make a break for it.”

I handed Miranda my graviton bars, which she looked at with confusion.  

 “What are these for?” she asked.

 “You need these to help find the Wendigo. If you put them on a reverse setting, it’ll reduce gravity and let you jump really far. I probably should warn you about the reverse setting—there’s a slight risk you might implode.” I didn’t wait for Miranda to respond. I peeked around the edge of the rock. Wendy was walking warily our way, stopping behind boulders as she came to them and peering around them. I ran straight toward her.

When she leveled her gun at me, I tried to jump to the side but she shot me in the chest. The shot knocked me flat on my back. It’s rather disconcerting to see the flesh stripped off your chest, even if you know it will grow back.

I took the Bar-F I had been saving and ate it in two bites as Wendy approached. She was looking warily around as if expecting an attack from the others. She clearly didn’t realize they were unarmed.  

I rolled to the side and jumped to my feet, only to be shot in the leg and fall back down. I crawled toward her while I healed, and as she watched me with amusement.

 “I’m going to enjoy this,” she said.

She blasted me twice more, once in the arm and once in the back as I crawled. I kept coming, and she took a few steps back. She pulled the trigger and nothing happened.

I hurt, but I managed to get to my feet to charge. She was fumbling with a clip when I knocked her back. The gun and clip went flying in different directions, but she grabbed hold of my head and hit me with a jolt of electricity that knocked me straight out.

 




 Chapter 36. Miranda

 

I looked at the graviton bars Max had given me. When he had said there was a slight chance of implosion, I wondered how slight. I flipped the graviton bars into reverse, grabbed John, and jumped. We sped high into the air. I saw Max getting blasted below us and felt despair. I had left my partner behind with that twisted bitch, and he was going to suffer. Max was right, though. The Wendigo needed to be stopped, and Wendy probably wouldn’t kill him right away. We’d finish the mission and then come back for him.

We weren’t entirely weightless, but the graviton bars made you feel like, if you tried hard enough, you could reach orbit. I wondered why they weren’t standard issue. We landed outside of Grand Marais on our second jump and turned off the bars. Humans might think it curious to see people bouncing through the sky.

 “We need to find a newsfeed,” John said. “We need to see if there have been any weird sightings in the last twenty-four hours.”

I pointed at a place down the road. The sign over the door read: Cuppa Joe’s Internet Cafe and Deli. And a smaller sign read: No outside food. Free Internet Access with purchase of coffee.

 “I don’t actually have any money on me,” John said.

 “I do.”

We walked in, and as John went to a computer, I ordered two cups of coffee and some sandwiches. I felt a little guilty about eating while I knew Max was getting tortured. I set the coffees and sandwiches down next to John. I took a coffee and left the sandwiches for him.

 “Thanks,” he mumbled between bites.

He was flipping through newsfeeds and other websites. Eventually he stopped on a site that listed an Amber alert for a teenager missing near the town of Cloquet. The town was more than a hundred miles away, but it seemed possible for the Wendigo to travel that far.

John cleared his search history and closed the browser. “We don’t have much to go on, but it’s the only lead we have. Let’s at least check it out,” he said.

He finished the other sandwich I had left and grabbed his coffee.  

 “I feel really bad about leaving Max behind. Did we do the right thing?” I asked.

 “Max understood that you needed to finish the assignment. He was willing to do what it takes. You respect him, of course.”  

 “Yes, I respect him,” I said.

 “Then you’ll put his sacrifice to use and finish the assignment, and you won’t blame yourself for what he’s going through. Agents make sacrifices in the line of duty, and if you respect the agent, you have to capitalize on those sacrifices.”

 “Have any of your partners ever made sacrifices?” I asked. John didn’t answer. He kept walking toward the edge of town. I touched his shoulder. “Sheriff?”

He sighed. “Yes, I’ve lost partners, but the job got done.”

I knew John thought losing partners was part of the job, but I couldn’t imagine ever being okay with that. I lost my first partner, and my second was… I steeled myself and made the conscious decision that I wasn’t going to think about it now. I had a job to do and couldn’t go back for Max now.

When we were out of the city limits and alone, I activated the graviton bars. They buzzed.

 “Ready?” I asked.

 “Not really, but let’s go.”

I grabbed John’s arm and we began jumping down the road. Each leap took us a few miles. I followed the road to avoid getting lost.  

The feeling of jumping with the aid of the graviton bars was amazing, like I was flying. The thought that my jump could end in a black hole at any moment spoiled part of my high, but I tried to focus on the task at hand. When I glanced at John, his teeth were clenched. I was used to jumping fast, but maybe it was too much for others.

When we landed again, I paused. “Do you need a moment?” I asked.

He swallowed hard. “I’m fine. I only wish I hadn’t eaten anything.” He looked green. “Keep going.”

I could empathize. I got motion sickness when I wasn’t the one driving or flying or whatever other mode of transportation, but when I was jumping, I always felt great no matter how fast I went. We bounced along for an hour before landing near a green sign: Duluth 1 mile. John vomited when we landed next to the sign.

 “Let’s walk for a little bit,” I said. He heaved again.  

I gave him a moment and watched the nearby trees. The day was still and quiet, and the trees stood motionless. A few years ago, before I joined the Academy, I would have found this scene peaceful. Now, I found it unnerving. An attack could come without warning at any moment, and I had to be ready for it.

 “Fine, we’ll walk for a few minutes, but we have to get to Cloquet tonight,” John said, and then he heaved again.

 




 Chapter 37. Max

 

When I woke up, I was tied to a tree in the forest. I could hear the distant waves of Lake Superior, and so I knew Wendy hadn’t dragged me far. I wondered if John and Miranda made it to safety.

 “Ah, you’re awake,” Wendy said. “You’re ability to regenerate is amazing, but I have to tell you that you resemble the Incredible Shrinking Man.”

 “Thanks,” I muttered.

Wendy looked both sad and incredibly pissed at the same time. “I had been waiting four days for Tyler to return, and he had never kept me waiting before, when I saw Tyler’s ship plummeting from the sky. It only confirmed my worst fears. You don’t know what it has been like.”

 “Why don’t you tell me?” I asked.

 “Everybody is afraid to touch me. I had finally found somebody who wasn’t scared.” She stifled a sob, and I had to admit nearly feeling sorry for her, psychopathic bitch that she was. “You’ve robbed me of my happily-ever-after.” She pulled out a long knife. “But you can still give me some pleasure. I’m going to test just how far your regeneration can be pushed. We’ll see which breaks first, your mind or your body.”

I started to ramble while watching her knife. “It wasn’t my fault. Tyler was crazy. The Wendigo was never going to honor the deal—they didn’t even have the Tritium. They had always planned to eat him, and he was just too stupid to figure that out.”

 “I see you are trying to reason with me,” Wendy said. She tossed her knife at me, and it stuck deep into my upper thigh. “Ah, I missed by three inches.”

I groaned softly. “When I get free, I’m going to put this knife in you.”

 “Empty threats,” she whispered as she sauntered toward me. She wrenched the knife in my leg, then sliced downward to my knee.  

 “You must have a plan. You aren’t expecting to simply kill me and then go quietly,” I said through clenched teeth.

 “Oh, I have a plan.” She pulled the knife from my knee and slashed me across the cheek. She smiled. “Let’s worry about one thing at a time though.” She blinked, and I noticed that, for a brief moment, her eyes turned a cloudy black. I had never noticed that about her before, and it reminded me of somebody else I knew.

A thought hit me. I couldn’t remember her ever asking a question. “Did you know that my blood has healing properties?” I asked. “It can heal you and even make you look younger.”

 “That’s what Tyler said. That’s why he thought you were so valuable.”

She touched a scar on her arm and then considered the bloody knife she held. She took a tentative taste. Not exactly what I had in mind, but whatever works for her. Then she licked it off more feverishly.

 “My god, your blood tastes amazing,” she whispered.

She stabbed my arm and then sucked right from my injury like a vampire that fell off the wagon. When she stopped to take a breath, my wound closed.

She looked at the scar on her arm, and the tissue was smoothing over.  

 “Amazing. I found the fountain of youth. Maybe there is a reason to torture you without killing you.”

Then her triumphant look turned to a grimace, she gripped her stomach, and fell to her knees.

 “Oh, did I mention a little known fact?” I asked. “My blood happens to be poisonous to Teslians.”

She spit and retched, and while she was distracted, I began working on the rope holding me to the tree. As an agent, she was an expert in knots, but as I was also an agent, an expert in escaping said knots. Between heaves, she cursed me.

When the ropes fell away and she realized that I was free, she somehow found the strength to shoot me six times in the chest. I was lucky. She ran out of ammo again or she might have killed me. Unfortunately, I was in a metric ton of pain. She passed out while I lay panting on the ground.

I lay on the ground for twenty minutes as my body struggled to find the raw materials to heal, but I was nearing my limits and so it took longer than it would had I been eating more regularly. When I had the strength to move, I checked if Wendy was still alive. She had a pulse, but she also had an intense fever.

I saw that she had left a small backpack against a tree not far away. I wondered if it had food in it, but I had to attend to Wendy first. I couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t wake up and shoot me, and so I grabbed her gun and searched her for ammo. She had two clips on her. So I reloaded and put the extra clip in my pocket. I put her knife in my boot sheath and tucked the gun into my waistband—if nothing else to help hold up my pants. Finally, I took the rope she had bound me with and tied her hands together as tightly as I could. It wouldn’t hold her for good, but she was going to have to work at those knots for a few minutes.

I didn’t have the strength to stand, and so I crawled over to her backpack. Inside was a six pack of Power Protein drink and a giant bag of beef jerky, probably to keep me alive so she could torture me longer. Wendy had been right about one thing: I was starting to resemble a skeleton. With each wound I suffered, I had to sacrifice more muscle, and now I had very little left to give. I drank the whole six pack.

I was worried about Miranda and John. I wanted to help them with the Wendigo, but I wasn’t ready to move yet. I was still much too weak. I ate the beef jerky while I rested. When the jerky was gone, I dug deeper into Wendy’s bag and found a tin of cinnamon mints. The container said they had five calories each, and so I ate all of them. She had a change of clothes that I tossed on the ground as I dug. There at the bottom, I found a wad of twenty dollar bills and a standard issue stun grenade shaped like a pen. I put the money and the pen in my pocket.

I looked at Wendy’s spare clothes again. I didn’t have a functional shirt of my own, and so I tried on hers. It was black and didn’t go all the way to my shorts, but it was clean. The shirt had the words Team Edward on it. I put her empty backpack on because you never know when you’ll need a bag.

I struggled to my feet. I couldn’t tell if Wendy’s unconsciousness was life threatening. I wasn’t exactly feeling too empathetic, but I didn’t kill people, not even evil, sadistic witches. I wanted to bring Wendy in to the Service for prosecution, but stopping the Wendigo and helping Miranda were more important. I had a decision to make, however: risk trying to take Wendy with me, knowing that, if she woke up, she would eventually break free of the ropes and probably try to shock me to death; or leave her here on the ground where she might die.

I walked to her and pulled out the knife I had taken from her. Just like I promised, I stabbed her in the thigh, but she didn’t wake up. She didn’t even twitch. I wiped off the knife and sighed. Decisions, decisions. I put the knife away in my boot. An injured thigh would at least slow her down and make her easier to deal with.

I couldn’t carry her, however, because skin contact was a bad idea. If she woke up, she’d knock me out with a zap and then I’d be right back where I was before: tied to a tree and bleeding. And she wasn’t likely to drink my blood a second time. I didn’t like it, but there did not seem to be a choice: I left her lying there. If I could get a com link, or even a mobile phone, I’d have somebody come pick her up.

The protein drinks and beef jerky were starting to kick in, and I felt a little stronger. I didn’t look any bigger that I could tell, but I knew the calories were helping.

I began walking through the woods away from Lake Superior. I would eventually come to a road. I wished that I had the graviton bars, because I would have risked using reverse to make myself lighter and bouncing through the forest. At my current pace, I wasn’t going to catch up to the others soon.

I came out of the trees at mile marker fifty-three on an unknown highway. The sun was still bright and high in the sky as I started walking toward town. I held out my thumb for a ride as cars went by, but only one car slowed down enough for the occupants to yell, “Team Jacob.” Then they sped off. “Effing shapeshifter lovers,” I called after them.

I walked for hours, and I began jogging as the sun was setting. I was tired and hungry again but couldn’t waste another minute. A green and white sign indicated I was one mile from Grand Marais. By the time I arrived in town, the sun had long set and a half-moon was shining in the sky.  

I saw a Walgreens, and I ran toward it. I counted the wad of cash I had—five hundred dollars. I was going shopping. Inside, I grabbed a basket. I took the best prepaid Internet mobile phone I could find, four large containers of Weight Gain 3000, two one-gallon jugs of milk, a carton of orange juice, and a giant silver and black fifty-two ounce mug with the words Bubba Keg on it. When I got to the cash register, I grabbed a pack of Tic Tac mints.

Price of a phone call and a meal? One hundred eighty-two dollars. Paying with your ex-girlfriend’s money? Priceless.

I sat on the curb outside of Walgreens and dialed the Service’s number. While it rang, I started making myself a high calorie drink in the Bubba Keg: equal parts Milk and Weight Gain 3000.

 “Anderson, Bremermann, Bohern, Johnson, and Peterson,” a female voice answered.

 “Agent Maximus, here. Clearance fifty-two thirty-one,” I said as I shook the Bubba Keg violently to mix my drink.

 “Voice signature match. The line has been secured,” the lady said. “Proceed.”

 “I left Agent Wendy in the woods south of mile marker fifty-three off Minnesota Highway Sixty-One. Please send a pick-up for her,” I said.

 “I’ll request cleanup immediately,” she said. “Anything else?”

 “Have there been any more pings in or near Minnesota?” I asked.

 “One moment,” she said. “Nothing. The last ping was a hunk of space junk falling to Earth in Ely, Minnesota.”

 “Yeah, thanks. I was aware of that one. Good bye.” I hung up the phone and drank my dinner.

I chose the phone because it had Internet access. I typed in news searches looking for anything out of the ordinary while I continued drinking. I found a new post on a Canadian Bigfoot blog. The caption read: “Bigfoot Ate my Dog.” But the blogger lived in Silver Mountain, Ontario, which didn’t seem right for our Wendigo because there were more lakes that way. I would expect the Wendigo to move away from the water. Maybe Bigfoot was causing problems—but they were somebody else’s problems right now. I kept searching. A teenager named Darcy Henderson had gone missing in Cloquet, Minnesota. According to Google, I had a little over 131 miles to walk to get there.

I mixed another Bubba Keg of calories and began walking. As long as I was stocked up on calories, I could run a mile every four minutes, but that meant it was roughly nine hours to Cloquet. It wasn’t right to steal a bike or car, but I didn’t want to do this on foot and so I decided I would run until I found alternate transportation.

I finished the milk and Weight Gainer mix, and then I drank the orange juice. As I was putting away the Bubba Keg in my pack, I found the Tic Tac mints and ate them. Big mistake. They do not taste good after orange juice. Satisfied that I had a few calories to work with, I began my long run. I decided to stick to the road because, even though it wasn’t the shortest distance, it was easier than trying to swim across lakes and streams and there was much less chance of getting lost.

 




 Chapter 38. Miranda

 

John chewed on some beef jerky while we walked through the woods. The news article about the missing girl said she was last seen northeast of the city at a park. We walked slowly, looking for signs. This lead was thin, and we could be going completely in the wrong direction, but we were at a loss for another option.

Searching a huge wilderness area in the dark with a search party consisting of only two people was a daunting task. When it was still light, I had occasionally flipped on the graviton bars and jumped straight up to look for the Wendigo. The risk of being surprised outweighed the risk of implosion. After the sun went down, there wasn’t enough light to be able to see clearly for any distance, however.

 “We might have to wait until sunrise,” I said.

John shook his head. “If he finds his way around the river, he can head to southern Minnesota. Within a few days, he could be anywhere west of the Mississippi. We can’t give up.”

 “Why did he come this way?”

 “Because there are too many lakes and rivers to the north. He’s trying to avoid any place we could try to drag him in. There really weren’t many places he could have gone besides this direction without having to cross large lakes or rivers.”

 “Do you think Max is still alive?”

John cleared his throat. “You ask a lot of questions.”

 “Do you?”

 “It’s possible.”

I felt sick. “You don’t believe it, do you?”

 “Look. I don’t know Wendy, but from my brief exposure to her, she seems like she means business. I think she might even be a little disappointed she didn’t kill us right when we crashed.”

 “Crashed?”

He cleared his throat. “Landed vigorously,” he corrected.

 “You are right. Why didn’t she just kill us then? We were unarmed.”

He shrugged. “I don’t think she knew we were unarmed, and there were three of us. It would have been a big risk to confront us if she didn’t know we weren’t armed.”

 “Okay, but she had to know we were unarmed once we told her that we needed to get our stuff from Tyler’s cave.”

 “True enough, but Max is tough, you’re fast, and I’m an unknown. At close range, she wasn’t certain she could win. I think she wanted to separate us and get help from Tyler’s robot spiders. She is patient and clever.”

I nodded. “Well, once we’ve finished with the Wendigo, she’s going to get what is coming to her.”

 “As it happens, we don’t have a way to kill the Wendigo right now. So, your chances of bringing her in aren’t very good.”

 “I don’t know. Maybe we can get the Wendigo to eat the graviton bars and then throw him into outer space or something.”  

John rolled his eyes. “I think you need to find a better plan.”

 “Maybe I could jump down his throat and suffocate him,” I suggested.

 “Now you’re on to something. You’ll earn agent of the month with thinking like that.”

I looked at his expression to see if he was being sarcastic, but I couldn’t tell. I hoped it really didn’t come down to me trying to get swallowed.  

We covered miles in the darkness before we heard crunching in the distance. I flipped on the graviton bars and grabbed John. We leapt into the boughs of a tall tree. The huge white-skinned creature appeared through the trees. He stopped and sniffed the air.

John touched my mouth as a signal to be quiet. The warning was unnecessary. I had no intention of making a sound.

Slowly the Wendigo lumbered our direction. He would disappear from view from time to time, but I could hear him snorting and sniffing. We really needed a plan before he found us.

I considered revealing myself then jumping away. Maybe I could lead him to the river again. Of course, he probably wouldn’t follow me to the water this time, and there was always the risk he’d catch me. Even if I got him to the water, I had no way to get him in. Max had used the graviton bars to jump with the Wendigo into the air, but he had relied on the force of the Wendigo’s own leap. I didn’t think I’d be able to fool him twice. Besides, Max was in the Wendigo’s grip as he leapt, something he could survive and I could not.

Then I remembered what John said. Sometimes, agents need to make sacrifices. The odds are always stacked against us, but good agents get the job done anyway.

 




 Chapter 39. Max

 

I had run my first mile when a car pulled over in front of me. I slowed to a walk and approached cautiously. The driver rolled down a window.

 “Hey, do you need a lift?” a female voice asked.

I walked closer and saw a wispy college age woman with long brown hair and glasses. She was tapping her steering wheel impatiently.

 “You know that it’s not safe to pick up strangers?” I asked.

She looked me over. “I think I could take you.” She smiled brightly at me. “Come on, hop in!”

I sighed. I looked down at my arms and chest. Even with all the Weight Gainer, I probably wasn’t more than a hundred forty pounds.  

I walked around to the passenger door and got in. “Thanks for the ride,” I said. “My name is Max.”

 “I’m Carla. Where are you going?” she asked as we accelerated into the darkness.

 “I have to meet my partner in Cloquet,” I said.

She glanced over at me. “Wow! You were running to Cloquet just to see your partner?” she asked. “That’s so sweet. Well, I’m only going to Duluth. So you’ll have to find your own way from there.”

 “Duluth would be great. What do you mean by ‘sweet’?”

 “Well, my boyfriend won’t even drive across town to see me, let alone run across the state. By the way, I’m on Team Edward, too.”

I looked down at my shirt. I tried not to groan. “Oh, yeah. He’s the best.”

 “Sure, Jacob has all those amazing muscles, but Edward is so much deeper. In the movie, you can just see the anguish in his eyes. So hot!”

 “Yeah, look. I’m not really…”

 “Did you read the books first or did you see the movie first?”

 “I read the…”

 “Oh, good! Because the movies were kind of a disaster, other than the eye candy.”

 “Do you mind if we listen to some music?” I asked.

 “Sure thing,” she said. “How about some oldies?”

 “Whatever you have. Thanks.”

She pulled out her iPhone and started fiddling with it as she was driving. A crash was unlikely to kill me, but I was afraid for her life as she weaved about. She seemed to be enjoying the luxury of all the lanes while nobody was really using them.

The car speakers whined rock lyrics.

I hit the off button. “Maybe we should ride in silence for a bit.”

 “Oh, okay,” she said. She sounded hurt. “You don’t like Chicago?”

 “Chicago is fine. I’ve been there many times.”

 “I meant the band. If you want, I have Night Ranger and Aerosmith?”

 “I haven’t slept well lately. Do you mind if I doze off for a little bit?”

 “Oh, I get that way whenever I’ve been away from Tom for a while and we’re going to see each other again.”

 “Who is Tom?” I dared to ask.

 “My boyfriend. You said you were going to see your partner. I just thought maybe that’s why you haven’t slept so well.”

 “Yeah, it’s been torture,” I said darkly. “I’m going to nod off for a bit.”

I woke up when I felt a gentle nudging on my arm.  

 “Hey, lover boy! We’re here.”

I sat up, blinked, and looked around. We were at a gas station in a town, Duluth I assumed. I opened my door and stepped out. I stretched. I had really slept hard, even if it had only been for half an hour. I noticed though that I had put on some muscle. That Weight Gainer really worked. I walked around to the driver side.

 “Thanks for the ride,” I said. I pulled out forty dollars and handed it to her. “Here’s for gas.”

 “Such a sweetheart. You’re boyfriend is so lucky,” she said.

 “What?” I asked.

She waved as she rolled up her window and drove off.

As the car pulled off into the night, I realized that I really needed to pee. The thing about regeneration is it takes a lot of fluid, and having a pumped up filtration and immune system means that my body doesn’t use it all up. Maybe drinking a few gallons of milk and a carton of orange juice wasn’t the best for traveling. When I went inside, I had to get the key from the cashier, who eyed me suspiciously.  

The restroom floor made a squelching sound as I walked, and there were dark yellow-orange stains on the floor near the urinal and the toilet. Somebody had busted the toilet seat right off and left it on the floor. The mirror didn’t show a reflection, just a bunch of etched messages informing me where to have a good time, who liked Trina, and possibly all the names of the local graduating class and the years they immortalized themselves on the mirror. It didn’t look like the place had ever been cleaned. I was really careful not to touch anything. I would have washed my hands, but I thought I’d only make them dirtier.

I bought a small bottle of Purell, two dozen protein bars, and a dozen bottles of apple juice. I used the whole bottle of Purell to wash my hands before I took two steps out of the gas station. I put the juice and all but one of the bars in my backpack and began walking down the street. Only twenty miles to go. No problem.

I made it about a dozen steps when I heard the rumble of motorcycles. Six guys in leather jackets pulled into the gas station on very loud bikes. It was late and I doubted their volume was appreciated by the neighbors. I kept walking though, as I had a schedule of my own to keep and couldn’t stand around gawking all night. Before I turned around, I noticed the gas station cashier come outside. He pointed at me. I wondered what that was about. Very odd people in Duluth.

The motorcycles roared again, and I heard some of them peeling off around the block while others were driving up behind me. I glanced back at them, mostly out of curiosity, though I knew bikers were the type of people who were intentionally eccentric because they wanted to be noticed but would pound you in the face with a brick if they caught you looking. I could take a pounding, and so I looked.

The guy slowly riding toward me was holding an aluminum bat in one hand. No shit! When he saw me looking at him, he accelerated straight toward me. I studied him for the moment it took him to approach. I didn’t recognize him from any of my previous missions, and as far as I could tell, he was human. He swung the bat with enough force to bust a human’s body. I caught it and grabbed it tight, pulling him off his bike. Sure, it broke a few bones and stung a little, but he’d eventually recover. There was another biker riding at me. I flipped the bat in my hand and caught the handle. I was never much of a baseball player, but I gave it a good swing and cracked the oncoming biker in the chest. I heard a satisfying series of cracks and he went down hard. A third biker stopped short and stared me down.

He was huge, over seven feet tall and three hundred pounds or so, a real hulk. He pulled a huge wrench out of a satchel on his bike and stepped off. I could hear the roar of the other bikers coming around the block behind me.

 “I don’t want any trouble,” I said, which was a lie by this time. I was holding the bat and practically begging for trouble. I was used to ridiculous odds all the time, and it was nice to be facing down regular old humans for a change. Besides, I had not been involved in a violent confrontation for hours now.

The guy I had taken the bat from moaned and crawled away from me. I realized that I might have hurt him worse than I meant to. The guy I had hit in the chest wasn’t moving, and I was starting to wonder if I killed him. “Humans are so fragile,” I mumbled.

 “Too late,” the big guy said, responding apparently to my previous assertion about not wanting any trouble. He pointed at me. “I’m sending you back to your boyfriend in a shoebox.”

I sighed. “So you must be from Team Jacob.”

His grin was missing a number of teeth, and the few he had left were rather green and fuzzy. “Nah, I’m from Team Die-Motherfucker-Die.”

Three motorcycles came to a screeching halt behind me, but I didn’t look away from the big guy. Even if they had guns, I’d be fine if they didn’t shoot me in the head or all four hearts at the same time. I finished eating the rest of my protein bar.

 “I don’t have time for this crap,” I said and walked toward the big guy with the wrench. I gripped the bat in two hands. The guys behind me pulled forward, but I didn’t turn my attention because they were obviously trying to use the sound to distract me and get me nervous. They had no idea what they were in for.

I leapt forward with an overhead smash of the bat. The big guy blocked my strike with his wrench, but I could see the force rattled him a little. I reversed and unleashed a series of swings that landed with crushing force. He dropped his wrench when I broke his wrist and held his shoulder, which was now broken in a few places.

 “Get him,” he shouted at the others.

They hesitated, but only for a second. They charged me. I smiled as I whirled into action. I jumped, I swung, and I bashed fingers and arms and knees.

 “Game’s up,” the big guy said as he pulled out a pistol and aimed it at my chest.

I shook my head. “Don’t be an idiot.”

He pulled the trigger and shot me in the chest three times. I coughed and staggered a little. “Ouch,” I said.

He walked closer thinking he was about to finish me off. He looked surprised when I used my bat to break his jaw, nose, and eye socket. I smashed the hand holding the gun and then laid into his knee with shattering force. He collapsed.

I hopped on his bike. “You don’t mind if I borrow this, do you?” I asked.

He didn’t answer. I pulled out more protein bars and pulled away from the gas station, finishing them before I reached the city limits. I cranked the throttle to see what the bike’s top speed was. When I reached one hundred twenty-five, I grinned. If traffic cams took pictures of me, at least I was smiling.

I was at the southern edge of Cloquet a few minutes later. A river ran through Cloquet and flowed to Lake Superior, and knowing how much the Wendigo feared water, I expected he hadn’t found his way over it yet. That led me to believe he was probably northeast of the city, and so I rode through town at the speed limit to avoid attention. I crossed over the river on a bridge and kept driving until there were trees on both sides of the road. I hid the bike in the woods, figuring it might come in handy later. And if anybody was looking for it, they wouldn’t spot it immediately. I tossed the shirt into the woods while I was at it. Sorry Edward.

 




 Chapter 40. Max

 

The forest was still. I didn’t see any sign of Miranda or John, but then, I was here on a complete guess, and I was losing confidence that this was the right choice as I walked through the night. I really wished Miranda had a mobile phone or a com link.  

I wandered rather aimlessly through the trees, walking slow to not make too much sound while listening for any hints of danger. I heard faint music. It sounded like Michael Jackson. I crept toward the sound. A device glowed on the ground by a tree. I realized the song was Thriller. I picked the device up and saw it was a mobile phone. A new text message read, “Darcy, please call home! We’re worried about you.” There was a streak of dried blood on the screen.

That was a call those worried folks weren’t ever going to get. The thought made me sad. Part of my job was to stop things like this from happening. If I hadn’t fallen into Tyler’s trap, Darcy probably be home right now doing her homework. What was I saying? If Tyler hadn’t been such a dumb ass to bring the creature here in the first place, this wouldn’t have happened. I wiped my fingerprints off the phone and put it back down next to the tree.

I heard the snap of a branch a dozen yards away and froze. The forest was too thick to see more than a dozen feet in any direction. Then I heard a snort and a sniff and another branch cracked. Something large was moving closer.

I pulled Wendy’s pistol from my waistband. The gun made a small click as I loaded a round into the chamber. The silence stretched on and I looked nervously around. I glanced up to be sure I wasn’t taken off guard from above. The half-moon didn’t give me enough light to see far into the dark corners of the shadows. I heard another snort, and I spun to face it. The sound had moved a few yards to my right.

I took a few steps back as quietly as I could. I wasn’t ready for a fight with the Wendigo. A few gunshot wounds wasn’t going to do more than make him angry, and even though I had a stun grenade, that wouldn’t do more than slow him down for a few seconds.

Something small hit me in the back of the head, a piece of bark. When I looked upward, a brief flash of light from a tree hit me in the eyes. I studied the shadow and realized it was Miranda.

I heard deep breathing nearby followed by another snort. Maybe it was a bear. The phone started playing Thriller again. It was a catchy tune. I couldn’t remember all the words, but I sort of wanted to hum it.  

Leaves rustled nearby, and I turned my attention back to the darkness. I stepped behind a large tree. I knew the Wendigo had a powerful sense of smell, and maybe that’s why it was hesitating. Maybe it knew there were three of us. It might even know we were the ones that tried to drown it.

I looked up at Miranda and whispered, “I’ll distract it while you find a way to kill it.”  

I wasn’t sure if she heard me, but I knew the Wendigo did for the ground shook and a roar split the silence. I ran like a cop to a sale at a donut shop. I couldn’t risk firing random shots behind me into the dark. With my aim, it was a definite concern that I might hit Miranda or John.  

I darted between the thickest trees I could find, all the while looking for anything that could slow this big boy down. I scanned the trees behind me and saw the hulking figure pushing along a parallel path on all fours. He was now nearly thirty feet tall. He wasn’t big enough to knock over the larger trees yet, but he was too big to fit through some of the narrower gaps.  

I kept using that small advantage by squeezing between larger trees and through thickets and bushes. I came to a power line clearing and sprinted into the open air. I wondered if the Wendigo had played with electricity on his visit to Earth yet. He didn’t have things like power lines on his home planet.

I ran past the power line pole, stopped, and surveyed the forest behind me. I didn’t see the Wendigo. The night air was still and quiet. I raised my pistol and studied the darkness. I was scanning for his white skin, some glimmer that would give him away in the shadows, but he could be twenty yards away and I might not see him in this faint moonlight.

Downed power lines were dangerous for anybody, and I was keenly aware that I was vulnerable to electrocution like anybody else. If he pulled down the lines and I touched them, that would definitely burn me to a crisp—and there was no coming back from that.

The Wendigo’s regenerative abilities were far superior to my own, but I wondered if it could suck on a power line and still walk away. I doubted it, but how does one talk a Wendigo into eating a power line?

I had to try. “Come and get me!” I yelled into the night.

There was no answer. I shot three blasts into the pole to my left, and then three into the pole on my right. Both poles quivered and shook but didn’t tip over. The ground shook as I pulled out my spare clip to reload.

I needed him under the poles, and so I charged forward to meet him while reloading. He stepped out of the dark tree line and snatched me up. I dropped my clip, and so I did the only thing that came to mind. I threw my pistol at his face. It bounced off harmlessly, but he looked a little angrier.

I needed to reach the stun grenade in my pocket, but his hand was grasping me around my midsection tight and I couldn’t.

 “This is the dumbest thing I’ve ever done,” a voice said below me. I saw John below. He still had one arm in a sling. He grabbed the Wendigo’s leg with his good arm and the creature howled in pain. The electrical discharge from John glowed blue. “Teslians have all the fun,” I called down to him.

The Wendigo kicked John, and he flew into the trees and out of sight. Miranda stepped out of the dark trees reloading my pistol.

 “Hey E.T.!” she shouted. “Phone home.” She shot the pole nearest me. Wires snapped and danced around us, sending arcs of electricity into the Wendigo. Hot lashes and seizing jolts gripped my whole body.

The Wendigo took a jerky step and toppled. We hit the ground hard, but his grip on me was still devastating. Occasional bursts of electricity wracked my body. I saw Miranda approaching. “Stay back,” I croaked between jolts.

She fired five shots into the Wendigo’s wrist, shredding the flesh, and then tucked the pistol into her belt. I couldn’t feel anything. I smelled burning hair and my mouth and eyes felt dry. I blinked slowly and tried to focus. “Stay with me,” she said as she pulled on the Wendigo’s giant severed hand, trying to pry it open. Eventually, she dragged me free. She sat down and rested my head on her lap. “You’re covered in blood,” she whispered.  

I couldn’t look down to see if she meant my blood or the Wendigo’s. “Thanks,” I whispered back.

 “Why aren’t you wearing a shirt?” she asked. “Did Wendy take it?”

 “Bikers,” I mumbled.

She still looked stern as she gently ran her fingers through my hair. “I swear, you can’t keep your clothes on.”

I closed my eyes. I could feel gripping pain in my spine, which I assumed was broken. I still couldn’t feel my legs.

 “Look at me,” she ordered.

I opened my eyes slightly. She wasn’t in focus, but I could see that she might be crying. “It’s okay,” I whispered. “We won.”

 “Damn right, we won,” I heard John say.

I licked my cracked lips. “You didn’t tell me you were Teslian.”

 “It was none of your business,” he said. He was smiling though. “I don’t think I’ve ever jolted anything that hard that didn’t get knocked out.” He cleared his throat. “Say, you look like shit.”

A groan escaped my lips as my spine repaired itself. I felt the pain shimmer through the rest of my body. Miranda kept her eyes on me and continued to stroke my hair.

Minutes or hours might have passed. I couldn’t be sure. I was beyond awareness of anything but the mending of my body. I felt like the Wendigo had squeezed my guts out.

When the pain subsided to a dull ache, I opened my eyes again. Miranda was still holding my head.

 “We should call for an evacuation and cleanup crew,” I said.

 “We don’t have a com link,” she said.

 “In my lower left pocket.”

She found the lower left pocket in my cargo shorts and pulled out the mobile phone I had purchased.  

She dialed. “Agent Miranda. Clearance fifty-two fifty-one.” She paused. “Mission accomplished. We need an evacuation and cleanup a couple miles northeast of Cloquet, Minnesota.” She listened for a moment longer and then hung up.

 “The only crew that could have helped us with evacuation was sent to pick up Wendy. The Texas mission has priority on other resources.” She looked up in the sky. “They are going to use the phone’s GPS to fire a long range surface-to-surface stealth missile at our position. So, if we want to live, we need to leave here in about thirty seconds.” Miranda tossed my phone on the ground.

 “Let’s go then,” I said.

Miranda helped me to my feet, pulled out the graviton bars and set them to thirty percent reverse, and then attached them to her belt. She wrapped one arm around me and one around John, and then she jumped.  

We moved at speeds that made bullet trains look slow. I enjoyed every moment. We were about a half mile away when a pillar of fire shot into the air behind us. We landed on the edge of the road going into Cloquet and turned to watch the smoke and fire rising.

 “These are yours,” she said. Miranda turned off the graviton bars and handed them to me.

 




 Chapter 41. Max

 

When the fire subsided, we walked into town. John had a limp, and so we walked slowly to accommodate his pace. My body already felt better, but hunger gnawed at my stomach. I saw a Perkins. Pancakes and bacon sounded so good.

Miranda noticed me looking. “We’d need to find you a shirt to get in there,” she said with a smile.

 “Unfortunately, there aren’t any stores open in the middle of the night that sell shirts,” I said. I pulled out my cash and put the money in Miranda’s hand. “Bring me leftovers. I’ll rest here for a bit.”

She slapped me in the chest, but it didn’t hurt. “I’ll be back in a few. Don’t move.” She looked at John. “You can rest here, too. We’ll all eat out here together.” As Miranda walked into the restaurant, John and I sat down against an oak tree.

 “Thanks for everything,” I said.

He smiled. “Don’t thank me yet. You haven’t seen the bill.”  

I noticed his eyes were closed and imagined he was in pain and probably exhausted. It had been a hard week for everybody, but he couldn’t simply overeat to feel better.

I watched the stars while I waited for Miranda. It seemed like there was never time to just watch them anymore. An agent always had to keep his eyes on some creature threatening the planet rather than on the sky.

Miranda returned and handed me three boxes, each with burgers and fries in them. She set a box next to John and then opened her own box.

We ate in silence for a few minutes. John finally opened his eyes and took a few bites of his sandwich, then pushed it away.

 “Are you okay, sheriff?” Miranda asked.

 “I’ve been better,” he murmured.

 “We should get you medical attention,” she said.

 “It’s not like I can just pop in at the ER,” he said. “I think that last kick broke my insides.”

 “The Service has an infirmary. We’ll take you there. They can handle this,” I said.

 “I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “I can hardly walk.”

 “By car, it would be over 11 hours from here—if we even sort of followed the speed limit. If we flew, I could get us back in five hours or less depending on the plane.”

I pointed at a green sign. “Looks like the airport is that way. John doesn’t look like he’s walking, though, and so we’ll need to borrow a car.”

Miranda looked around. “I’ll be right back with a ride. Just be ready to go when I get back.”

She leapt away in a flash. I helped John stand. He leaned heavily on me.

 “I’m sorry you got hurt,” I said.

 “It wasn’t your fault. I’m the idiot that grabbed a thirty-foot-tall alien by the leg.”

I wanted to say more, but Miranda pulled up in a red Toyota minivan. I helped John into the passenger seat and then hopped in the back. She peeled away from the Perkin’s parking lot and accelerated toward the county airport.

 “We have a little cash but not enough to buy a plane,” I said.

 “We’ll simply borrow the plane and return it next week,” she said.

 “You’re going to hotwire an airplane?” I asked.

 “Some planes don’t even use keys, and those that do sometimes have the keys in them because pilots don’t usually have to worry about other people just taking their planes for a joy ride. If we have to, though, yes, I’ll hotwire it.”

 “Sexy,” I said, and I could see her smile at the compliment by the light of the dash.

When we pulled into the airport parking lot, and she hopped out. “I’ll get a plane. Help him walk to the tarmac,” she said.

She jumped away and I helped John out of the car. By the time we walked out onto the tarmac, a twin-engine plane was coming our way. It came to a stop a few feet from us. I helped John into the back and I sat up front.

 “This is a Beech Baron 58,” she said. “We’ll be back at HQ in three hours or so.”

 “Hang in there,” I told John. “It won’t be long.”

We were cruising through the dark sky in a few minutes, and I could make out sparkling towns sprawling across hills and through valleys. Whenever we passed through rural areas, it was difficult to tell how high up we were. All you could see below us was blackness.

When we landed three hours later, John looked worse for wear. His skin was pale and sweaty, and he barely opened his eyes when I told him we were safe.

The moment we were stopped, Miranda climbed from the plane and darted away. I stayed with John.

 “Miranda will be here with help in a moment, sheriff,” I said.

 “Call me John,” he said.

 “Okay, John. Hang in there a little longer,” I said.

He closed his eyes.

 “Keep your eyes open,” I urged. “Just a little longer.”

He didn’t open his eyes, though. The medics arrived a moment later and whisked him away to the infirmary.  

 “Come on out,” Miranda said.  

I nodded and stepped out of the plane. “I hope he doesn’t die,” I whispered. “Everybody around me always ends up dead—or worse.”

She stepped in close to me and put both arms around my neck. “I didn’t.”

I leaned my forehead against hers. “I thought you were going to, though.”

We stood for a while like that, forehead-to-forehead, and then she took my hand and led me back to the Command Center. Captain Johnson was the last person I wanted to talk to, but I knew we had to debrief.

Miranda put her hand on the metal door panel and it slid open. She stepped through, but when I went to follow, the door shut on me, pinching my arm until it hurt. Then it opened up enough for me to pull my arm free before shutting again. Apparently the AI was still holding a grudge.

 “Hey, computer. Who’s your daddy?”

The door opened. “Passcode accepted. Have a pleasant day.”

Who knew that old game-cheat codes worked on AI?

 “Agents Miranda and Maximus,” the captain said, a hint of sarcasm in his tone.

 “Yes, sir,” Miranda and I said in unison.

He looked at me. “Agent Maximus, you aren’t wearing a shirt.”

 “Very perceptive of you, sir.”

 “You’ve come back in the middle of the night in a stolen plane with a civilian.”

 “He helped us on the mission, sir,” I said.

 “He needs medical attention, sir,” Miranda added.

 “So you thought you could bring him here?” the captain asked. “Does this look like a party house to you?”

 “He’s an intergalactic citizen, sir. He needs the kind of medical attention only the infirmary can offer,” I said.

Captain Johnson looked away. “I understand that you took care of your ping.”

 “Yes, sir,” Miranda said.

 “I thought you were going to bring Agent Wendy in for questioning.”

 “She wasn’t brought in?” I asked.

 “We sent a team to pick her up as you requested, but the team didn’t come back,” he said. “When you call for a pick-up, you are supposed to have a secured package. The team wasn’t trained to take down an agent.”

 “But…”

 “I’d like to bust you down to desk duty, but my two best agents were killed in action today and I have another mission. So I’m going to have to send you two, once you’ve cleaned up.” Then he looked at Miranda. “Unless you don’t want to be his partner anymore. Nobody else has lasted more than one assignment.”

I looked at the ground. Most of my partners hadn’t actually died, I wanted to say. They only ended up seriously injured or debilitated in some way. Miranda didn’t answer him.

 “Get some rest. You leave for Chicago in the morning. Bring formal wear. John will brief you in the morning.”

 “Yes, sir,” we said in unison. Apparently, they had found a replacement for Wendy already.

Miranda and I walked out of the command center. I was exhausted but felt a strange relief that Miranda would still be my partner. I had been afraid she would outright object to another mission by my side.  

 “Wendy is going to be looking for you,” she said.

 “I’ll be sure to bring cuffs so we can bring her in.”

She grabbed my hand and held it tight. “Just try to keep your clothes on.”

 “Well, I’ll have a partner with me to make sure I’m dressed properly,” I said.

She looked away as we walked to the sleeping quarters hand-in-hand. We stopped at the door to the female dormitory.

 “Good night.” She pulled her hand away slowly.  

 “See you in the morning,” I said.

She hesitated at the door, gave me a last long look, and then went in.

I wandered down the hall to the male dormitory and collapsed on my bunk.

 




 Chapter 42. Miranda

 

I was exhausted, but I had something to do before going to bed. I pulled out my gal-com recorder and set it up on my nightstand. I hit the call button and took a step back.  

 “Initial connection four hundred credits plus ten credits for each additional minute. Do you authorize these charges to your account?” a computer voice asked.

 “Yes,” I said.

 “Please wait while I connect you,” the computer said.  

Moments passed while I tried to comb through my tangled hair using my fingers. Curly hair can be such a curse sometimes. The gal-com recorder beeped. “Transmission commencing,” the computer voice said.

Holograms of my mother and father appeared. If you didn’t look carefully at my mother, who is quite tall, you might mistake her for human, but instead of hair, soft black feathers frame her face. My father reminds me of a retired action movie star. His hair is gray but he is still in good shape.

 “Hey Mom and Dad,” I said. “How are things on Cavalletia?”

 “We’re fine dear,” my mother answered. “Usually we talk on the Earth lunar cycle. Has something happened?”

 “I’m not sure I’m cut out to be an agent, Mom.”

 “Oh, sweetie. If you need to take a break and come see us for a bit, you know you always have a home here,” my mom said.

My dad cleared his throat. “Honey, you’re mother is right. You are always welcome here. But isn’t this the job that you’ve always wanted?”

 “I thought it was, but now…” I looked away so I wouldn’t see my father’s disappointment. “I don’t know.”

 “Don’t decide now,” my mother said. “Think it over. We’ll get the guestroom ready, and you can come if you decide to.”

My father grimaced. “Sleep on it. I don’t know what happened today, but maybe it’ll look better in the morning.”

I nodded. “Thanks for understanding, Mom,” I said. “Dad, I’ll sleep on it and talk to you guys soon. I need to go before I spend my whole paycheck.”

 “Good bye, sweetie,” my mom said.

 “Sleep tight,” my dad said.

I hung up the call and looked at my bed, but I couldn’t get in yet. I decided to walk down to the infirmary to see my former partner, Riley, even though he wouldn’t know he had a visitor.

The dimmed hall lights brightened for me as I walked. I didn’t meet anybody on my way and I felt like a ghost haunting the place I used to dream of working at—the dream was tarnished. I always thought it would be exciting to work for the Service, to go new places, to see the world, and even to travel the universe sometimes. Instructors had warned me of how dangerous the job was, but that never concerned me. I never minded taking a few calculated risks, but I didn’t consider that it would be somebody else paying for my miscalculations.

I walked into the infirmary. Curtains were drawn around each of the beds, but I walked quietly to the last bed, where Riley lay unconscious. I peeked in and saw him still lying where I left him. He looked the same as I remembered him—still covered in pus-filled red welts.

 “Hey, Riley,” I said.

The only answer I got was the drip of his IV and the soft clicking of the medical devices monitoring him. I sat on the chair next to his bed.

 “So… How have you been?”

Silence.

 “Yeah, things have been crazy busy for me, too.”

Click, click, click.

 “I wish we could really talk. I need some advice.” I sighed. “I don’t think I’m really cut out for this agent business.”  

Somebody coughed from one of the other curtained-off beds.

 “I thought that the academy would prepare me. I thought that this would be an exciting job.” I had to wipe a tear from my cheek. “Well, it is exciting, I suppose, but I didn’t think it would be like this.” I gestured to him. “I mean, you did everything by the book. You did everything perfectly, and look at what happened to you. I keep thinking that if only I had…” I shrugged.

A voice from a nearby curtained bed spoke. “Agents save the world nearly every week and nobody notices. When an agent gets hurt or dies, nobody notices. Agents do it anyway, because they believe in giving humans a chance to become something more than they are. It’s a choice every agent has to make.”

I walked to the next bed and peeked through the curtain. John was lying in a bed with clean, white linens pulled up to his chest. He was smiling and looked uninjured.

 “I made the wrong choice,” he said. “I gave up on the humans, and it wasn’t the right thing to do.”

I shook my head. “It all seems so senseless—the pain, the suffering—and even if you win, it has a cost.”

He nodded. “I know you want to give up. Nobody will think less of you if you do. This line of work is for the foolish and the romantic, but anybody with two brain cells to rub together isn’t fighting for this lost cause.” He gestured toward Riley. “Consider what your partner might have said.”

Now I smiled. “Riley jumped into a swarm Mortalis Wasps, why on Earth would I trust his judgment?” I asked.

 “Fair point. Well, you ought to get back to bed. In the morning, you’ll have to decide whether you’ll be going with Max on the next mission.”

 “He’s going to get himself killed, and I don’t think I can bear to watch,” I said.

 “It’s possible. Likely, even. However, if he does get himself annihilated, you may feel much worse knowing you could have been there.”

 “If I go far enough away, I won’t know what happened,” I said.

 “Very true.” His eyes closed momentarily. “I’m on some hefty painkillers and am going to fall asleep on you any moment. Don’t decide tonight, though. Get some rest first.”

 “Good night,” I whispered.

He didn’t answer. He was already asleep. I closed the curtains and headed back to my room.  

 




 Chapter 43. Max

 

I was awakened by a gentle nudge. I rolled over and opened one eye part way. Miranda was standing over me wearing a white dress, and her hair looked fabulous.

 “Is it breakfast time?” I said.

 “It’s afternoon, and it’s time to go,” she said. “We’re going to be late! I have breakfast for you in the plane. You need to shower and get dressed.”

I closed my eyes, and she shook me again. I sighed. “Fine. It’s days like these that I wish caffeine had some effect on me.”

 “Caffeine doesn’t do anything for you?” she asked in surprise.

I shook my head. “Very few drugs or chemicals have any effect on me.”

 “Most chemicals affect me normally.” She ran her hand down my chest. “Even you affect me. You’re like my own personal brand of LSD.” She smirked and walked to the door. “Meet me in the hangar in thirty minutes. We’re going flying.”

I watched her go. Moments after she walked out, the phone on my dresser rang. I got up and answered it.

Is this Agent Maximus?” a familiar female voice asked.

 “Wendy?”

 “I wanted you to know that I haven’t forgotten about you,” she said. “I wish I had time to talk, but unfortunately, I don’t. Keep an eye out for me. I’ll definitely be watching you.”

 “Why don’t you tell me where you are and we’ll settle this now?”

 “Where’s the fun in that? You’re not going to know what hit you when I come for you. See you soon, Maximus.” The line went dead.

I held the phone for a little bit and wondered if it would be worth getting a trace, but she was too clever for that. She’d be long gone before I could track her down.  

I showered, dressed, and put a fresh microfiber towel in my back pocket before walking out the door.

I knew Miranda said she had breakfast for me, but two breakfasts are always better than one, and I had time if I was fast enough. The dining hall was empty when I walked in, and I loaded up a tray with fruit, two bowls of oatmeal, two dozen slices of bacon, and a gallon jug of milk. I glanced at the clock on the wall. I had fifteen minutes, just enough time for a light breakfast. I sat alone and wolfed down my food while pondering what Wendy had in mind.

When I finally walked into the hangar, I was a few minutes late and Miranda was standing next to a plane talking to a guy. He looked like a familiar Native American I knew. I realized the guy was John as I made my way toward them.

 “Sheriff!” I said.

 “Call me John,” he said. “I’m not the sheriff anymore. I’ve taken a new job.”

 “Really?” I asked.

 “I’m your new mission coordinator,” he said. “And I’m here to brief you on your next flight.” He pulled out two envelopes and handed one to me and one to Miranda.

I smiled. “It looks like we’re getting the band back together.”
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