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There were three things Miles Kim didn’t like about the bandits who had stopped the atomic grav train bound for Seraph.

First, one of the robbers, a rangy puke wearing a tattered duster and a paisley bandana around his mouth, had punched the porter, who had unlocked the passenger car to let the two men in. The porter’s nose gushed blood as he cowered with the riders at the frontmost seats.

Second, both the little girls across from Miles who had been crying and fussing during the first half of their five-hour journey but had been finally distracted by their dad playing travel bingo and singing Tagalog lullabies were crying again. Their parents had them huddled and were attempting to calm them down.

And third, Miles was going to miss his appointment with the man who was scheduled to kill him.

The lanky bandit who had done the punching shoved his partner forward. The second robber was shorter, smaller, and, now that Miles glimpsed his face, looked about twelve years old. The kid held a burner in one hand and a pillowcase in the other.

“Give everything in your pockets to him,” the lanky bandit shouted. There was an electronic buzz to his voice. An augmentation? “Anyone who hesitates gets a hole in the head.”

Most of the passengers sat stunned, some gasped, and the man sitting next to Miles began to mewl softly. The family across from Miles shrank as if they hoped to disappear altogether. But not everyone was cowed, and this worried Miles.

On a seat right behind the family of four was a woman wearing a plum waistcoat and a matching petite riding hat. She had been staring at Miles throughout the ride, which wasn’t unusual, but she hadn’t looked away when he caught her. Instead she had given him a bemused smile. She spent most of the trip writing on her device, using a purple fingernail as a stylus.

And at the back of the passenger car was a marshal transporting a prisoner. Miles had spotted them instantly when boarding, the marshal trying to keep low key with his prisoner’s manacles concealed beneath a coat. But there was no hiding the fist-sized weapon on the marshal’s hip or the badge clipped to his belt. The prisoner got cuffed every time he tried to strike up a conversation with anyone.

As Miles glanced back between the seats, the marshal adjusted himself and his weapon rig.

Eyes forward again, Miles stifled a curse.

Of all the ways a bandit might relieve the travelers on board the Seraph Express of their pocket credits, jumping on board a train waving a burner about while shouting “this is a stickup” was easily the worst. And the last thing he needed was to be caught in a firefight with a trigger-happy hero.

The kid went from passenger to passenger with his gun pointing unsteadily. His voice held a prepubescent pitch when he screeched, “Hand it over!” He made it to the family across the aisle. The mother dropped in what they had without comment.

Miles scooched down in his chair, keeping his head bowed so his black round-rim hat would cover most of his face. The young bandit’s feet were visible as he continued past, collecting devices, wallets, and jewelry. The kid had his back to Miles and was finishing with the opposite side of the car, robbing the woman with the purple hat and then a group of four older women who gave up their belongings with little more than reproachful glares.

Someone outside was shouting. Yellow sands swirled beyond the window, but whoever was out there wasn’t visible. Because the track and train were elevated, Miles would have to crane his neck to see, and he wanted nothing upsetting the robbers.

Miles stole another glance back as the kid made it to the marshal. The kid was hurrying now. He barely paused as the marshal dropped a wallet and device into the proffered loot bag without comment. The kid skipped the prisoner and a few of the other passengers.

The marshal’s steel-eyed glare followed, which the kid missed as he approached the seats directly behind Miles.

Meanwhile, the gangly robber at the front of the car had vanished outside.

Amateurs.

What did amaze Miles was the fact the robbers had stopped the train. The Insight module installed in his head gave the specifics of the train’s nuclear engine, the weight of the cars, and how fast they had been going. A bullet train leaves River City via Devil’s Bridge on its way to Seraph going 600 kph. How long will it take to reach your destination if a rangy puke and a boy not old enough to shave hit the brakes somewhere past the halfway point?

“Enough with the infodump, Insight,” he muttered.

With a hard double blink, the barrage of data vanished. The train was big, had been cruising faster than anything most of these new generation planet-born kids had seen, and it wouldn’t stop for anything. Passengers couldn’t leave unless they busted out a tamper-proof window and jumped.

Yet here they were, going 0 kph at a few minutes to noon and over an hour from their destination.

The mewling man next to him surrendered his valuables.

“Let me see your hands, old timer,” the kid said.

Miles raised them. Wouldn’t look up.

“Device? Wallet? Come on, come on, come on!”

The kid sounded even younger than before. Was he reciting lines from a serial? Moving as slow as he could, Miles dipped a hand into his suit coat and removed a pocketbook which contained his credit chips. The bandit wiggled the pillowcase so Miles could drop it in.

“What about your mobile device?” the young bandit asked. “Come on!”

“I don’t carry one.”

The kid reached over the mewling man, who let out a fresh squeak, and patted Miles down. He held the gun awkwardly and it would have been an easy grab. As advertised, the young bandit found nothing worth taking, and he left alone the paper card and envelope Miles kept in his inside suit pocket.

Miles caught a whiff of booze.

The bandit’s hand gripping the burner looked soft and the fingernails trimmed. But what Miles thought was a glove on the kid’s bag hand turned out to be a synthetic limb. Graphene-steel composite, tough, high density, but without fake skin, so the implant wasn’t high end.

With the gun, the kid tapped the lapel of Miles’ black suit. “You look like you’re dressed up for a funeral.”

“Maybe I am.”

It was the first good look Miles had of the kid’s face. Barely a hint of stubble on his chin. Sunburned cheeks.

The kid flipped Miles’ hat off and gasped.

Despite the burner pointing at him, Miles tried not to grin. It was a reaction he was used to. Was it the metal plates visible beneath the grafts of fake skin? The deactivated ports behind his jawline where an old school input cable could be plugged? Or the white right eye which contrasted with his hazel left eye? An experienced observer would know an ocular range finder and targeting system with no cosmetic pretensions when they saw one. Everything attached to his head was old, the type of thing the meat-and-metal hacks slapped on the soldiers to get them back into the thick of things. While Meridian had its share of cyborgs, there weren’t many like Miles Kim walking around these days.

“They don’t make ‘em as pretty as me anymore,” Miles said to the kid.

The burner kept waving near his face. The kid almost fumbled his weapon as he adjusted the bag and cinched it beneath an arm. Miles could have snatched it away, but the kid had a finger on the trigger. And the sooner the kid left, the sooner they could get underway.

The Insight module’s facts began rolling in once more, with an uninvited feed in Miles’ field of vision displaying the characteristics of the robber’s burner: single or burst laser-plasma weapon, capable of ten shots at full power before a battery swap, ergonomic handle, possible encoding restriction feature, snap beam, with pricing options not available as his module wasn’t connected to the net.

“You got my money. You’re doing great. Now watch that laser,” Miles said.

“You’re...you’re...”

“Nobody. And that hand doesn’t look like it fits you. Are we done here, kid? You’re ahead of the game with that sack of loot. Time for you to go.”

“Don’t call me kid.”

“I don’t want to call you anything. I want you to take your winnings and get off this train so we can get going. Sound good?”

The kid still stared.

The darker corners of Meridian had markets for old tech. Maybe the kid wasn’t in shock but was sizing up a bigger score than a pillowcase full of credit chips and mobile phones. As the bandit’s graphene hand was either a poor fit from a cut-rate surgeon or stolen off someone who no longer needed it, such a robbery might still be on the table.

Whoever was shouting outside shouted again, louder this time, and there were multiple voices. The young bandit glanced over his shoulder towards the door.

The lanky robber appeared at the front of the car. “Hurry up!”

The kid scurried up the aisle. Miles bent down to pick up his hat when the marshal sprang to his feet and produced his palm-sized hand cannon. As the marshal strode past, he raised the weapon.

Without thinking, Miles pushed past the mewling man and grabbed the marshal, turning the gun towards the ceiling. It fired. The shattering boom sent a shockwave through the train car and hurt Miles’ ears and teeth. Plastic debris rained down on them.

“Get off me!” the marshal barked.

“They’re not alone, you idiot.”

As if punctuating the comment, a window exploded. Another popped, then a burning hole appeared in the ceiling. Anyone who hadn’t ducked already hit the floor as more incoming burner fire battered the car. The marshal and Miles kept their heads down.

At the front of the car, the two bandits were gone.

“I had him,” the marshal said.

“He was just the bag boy. And if you had blasted him, they might be doing more than just covering their getaway.”

The incoming fire stopped. Miles crawled forward to the open door and peered out through an open hatch to the outside. The desert lay beyond. A curtain of dust rose, which didn’t conceal some dozen riders on horseback and motorbike who raced away from the train.

They joined a second group, which appeared to be coming from the engine at the front. At least seventeen in the gang, by Miles’ count.

The woman with the purple hat crouched next to him. “Is it safe?”

Miles got up and dusted off his hat. “They’re leaving. No one lost anything they can’t replace.” He went to the porter with the bloody nose. “Check and see if anyone’s hurt in the rest of the cars. And then find out how long it’s going to take to get this train moving.”

The porter nodded and went to a wall panel. “Power’s out, and I can’t open the doors to the other car.”

“Then we go outside and head to the front.”

The marshal pushed Miles against the bulkhead. “You’re not going anywhere.”

Miles tried to dislodge the man, but the marshal was larger and proved stronger.

He nudged Miles’ ribs with the hand cannon. “You’re with them, aren’t you? That’s why you stopped me.”

“What are you talking about?”

The passenger car fell into a hush. They had everyone’s undivided attention.

The marshal sneered. “Just pointing out the obvious. You’re one of those good-for-nothing Metal Heads.”
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The marshal kept a hand gripping the back of Miles’ coat. The big man blinked hard as his brow glistened with sweat. The hand cannon hadn’t moved from Miles’ side.

Miles did his best to not flinch. “If you could please not crease the suit.”

“I’m going to get cuffs off my belt. You’re going to put them on.”

“If that’ll calm you down, then fine. You’re in charge.”

The marshal released the coat and took a step back. Began fumbling with something under his coat. The barrel of the hand cannon bobbed and weaved. Finally, he produced a set of handcuffs.

The woman with the fancy purple hat stood demurely by with grave concern on her face. “Gentlemen, if I may be so bold? There are more pressing issues at hand. We’re stopped in the middle of the desert. The ones who actually robbed us are getting away.”

“One of their number isn’t,” the marshal said.

She snatched the cuffs. “Don’t be foolish. Our friend here just stopped you from making an unpleasant situation worse. Now can we see what the condition of the train is?”

“I’m placing him under arrest.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, marshal, but we’re not in Seraph city territory yet. And seeing as how we’re past Devil’s Bridge, we’re not in Meridian territory either. This is a Herron-Cauley train on a Herron-Cauley track. Private property—”

“Look, missy, why don’t you sit back down and let the professionals handle this? We got a lot of scared passengers here—”

“And Mr. Kim is one of them.”

Miles had kept silent during the exchange but the woman knowing his name made him study her face. The Insight module measured her specific dimensions, ear shape, eye, skin, and hair color, but came up blank. No surprise. There hadn’t been a software update since Miles jailbroke the hardware, and he had kept it offline since then.

“Who are you?” he asked the woman.

“Someone who wants to make it to Seraph in a timely manner.” She fished a thin device from a waistcoat pocket and tapped the screen before showing it to the marshal.

“Great,” the marshal said scornfully. “A lawyer.”

“Dawn Moriti, attorney-at-law in Meridian, and registered counsel in Seraph. Both recognize Herron-Cauley sovereignty over its trains and tracks. Which means you’re here as our guest, Marshal Barma.”

“Well, this guest is telling you that your train was just robbed. The criminals stole our wallets and phones and threatened us, and here you are wasting my time.”

“You’ll be compensated for your lost property. In fact, everyone here will be.”

“I saw you hand your device over,” Miles said.

Dawn tried to contain a smile. “How observant. Our little bandit missed this one.”

The marshal put the cuffs away. He gave Miles a final disapproving look before heading towards the front of the car and the exit. “Well then, Dawn Moriti, you keep an eye on him. I’m going outside to check if they’re gone.”

“What about your prisoner?” Miles asked.

“Him? He’ll stay in his seat if he knows what’s good for him.”

As the marshal stepped out, Miles moved to follow.

“And where are you going?” Dawn said. “We should stay here.”

“The marshal’s right; we need to know if those guys left. And then there’s the matter of your train.”

She protested as he stepped through the open hatch and out into the desert. The hot air hit his face like a stuffy blanket. He adjusted his hat to keep the sunlight out of his eyes. The marshal had climbed down to the concrete rail bed and was surveying the horizon. Miles joined him.

“Get back up on the train,” the marshal said.

With his eye implant, Miles confirmed that there wasn’t anyone on the port side of the train in sight, but a low ridge and a drop-off a hundred meters distant might conceal a company of fresh bad guys. The haze of the departing gang continued to linger. The air carried a singed plastic smell, no doubt from the burner holes the gang had put into the train.

Up ahead, passengers were climbing down from the other train cars. The various groups were milling about as if they were lost or had detrained on an alien world. One of the forward cars had smoke trickling from its window.

“You called them Metal Heads?” Miles asked.

The marshal gave him a disdainful look. “I saw you adjust your window just before they hit us.”

“What, pulling the shade? You think they had a spotter which could see us as we were going half the speed of sound?”

.47 the speed of sound, atmospheric factors not taken into account.

Shut up, Insight.

“It’s none of your business what I think. Don’t lurk behind me. And if you so much as look at me funny, I don’t care what any lawyer says, I’m putting a hole in your shiny head.”

“So long as we know where we stand with each other.”

Miles skidded down the embankment to the hardpan and headed towards the front of the train. The smoke poured from one of the windowless cars. Cargo, no doubt, as it was behind the engine sections. The marshal lumbered after him. Sweat dripped from his face.

“I don’t like you out here,” the marshal said.

“If my fellow Metal Heads had a sniper, they’d have shot you by now.”

The marshal checked the landscape again.

They approached the first milling group. A fidgety woman in a plaid business suit stepped forward and was shielding her eyes with a pamphlet.

“Oh, thank goodness. Lawmen. Those criminals robbed us.”

“I’m Marshal Barma. And this is no lawman.”

“Anyone hurt?” Miles asked.

The woman squinted as if trying to make out Miles’ face. “No, I don’t believe so. They blasted open the luggage car and were rummaging through it. They took a case out. My furniture is back there. My fabricator. My oven. Will you please check if they were damaged?”

Miles walked past her. The breach in the freight car appeared as if the side hatch had been blown with explosives. The remaining steel was curled like a peeled orange skin. Someone had been in a hurry or lacked the skill to hack the electronic door locks. He grabbed the handrail and pulled himself up to the car. The hatch between train cars remained sealed and intact. A red light was blinking. Either a power outage or other alert, but the car wouldn’t let him in through the hatch, and an input screen remained blank when he touched it.

Getting to the breach required climbing along the outside of the train.

“Anyone in there?” Miles said. “I’m here to help.”

Both the marshal and the lawyer ascended the railbed and were standing beneath him.

“There were no security personnel on the manifest,” Dawn said.

“Good thing.” He peered into the car’s interior. It was dark and smoke lingered. The closest object on the floor appeared to be a rosewood headboard with hand-carved scrollwork. Half of it was splintered. The shattered remains of an armoire lay just beyond it.

So much for the furniture.

Contrary to the manifest, a guard lay sprawled among the debris. Had a pulse, still breathing. Miles relieved him of a burner and kept the weapon in hand. Late model, virtual scope, able to fire twenty shots as fast as you can pull the trigger. Better than anything the bandits carried, or that the Meridian military had these years.

Of the locked compartments along each wall, most, if not all, appeared intact. Here was where the passengers could stow any belongings they didn’t want on them during their transit. But if the bandits had the explosives to get on board, why hadn’t they gone after more?

Perhaps they weren’t amateurs. But no quick-response law enforcement would arrive here as they would in River City and other parts of Meridian. So why the big hurry? What had they taken?

It reminded Miles of an ancient proverb his wife had quoted time and time again when encouraging him to mind his own business: “Not my circus, not my monkeys.”

Time to get the train moving. Let Marshal Barma and the Herron-Cauley people figure it out. But the marshal had walked off.

“We need a medic for the guard,” Miles told Dawn. “He’s breathing.”

Dawn passed along the message as more of the passengers emerged from the train and stood outside the freight car. A couple of men climbed on board and began providing first aid to the guard. A porter brought a stretcher.

Miles swung down from the car and got out of the way. “No security? Then who is that?”

“They must have added a guard last minute,” Dawn said. “An oversight.”

“What’s the word on the engine?”

Dawn had her device out but appeared to be having trouble. “The train’s network is down.”

The marshal was hurrying in their direction from the front of the train. His face was flush. “The engineers are working on it. Something jacked the electrical system.” Then he pointed at Miles. “Why is he armed?”

“That’s what you’re worried about, Mr. Barma?” Dawn asked.

Miles had the burner at his side. With one quick motion, he spun the barrel and handed the weapon grip-first to the marshal. The marshal took it without comment.

The men in the freight car had the unconscious guard on the stretcher and were strapping him down. The woman in the plaid suit appeared eager for someone to help her climb up.

Dawn was fanning herself while trying to keep the sun off her face. “Well, this has been an exciting day. Mr. Kim, what say we retire back to our seats and let the marshal handle this. I’m sure we’ll be underway soon.”

While Miles wasn’t optimistic about the train keeping its schedule, he knew there was no point in interfering with the engineers who he hoped knew what they were doing. And it was hot. The marshal appeared more than willing to supervise the situation.

Yet something about the incident bothered him. He wanted to know more about these Metal Heads. If they were nothing but a hard-scrabble desert gang of thieves with a few off-market implants, then how had they robbed a train run by one of the leading Meridian corporations? This hadn’t been a brute force attack but a surgical strike. The two robbers he had seen were acting separately from the main heist, which had broken into the freight car. That explained why they appeared to be playing things loose.

Poor leadership, he decided. Something he had been long accustomed to after decades in the Meridian military. Things got sloppy further down the organizational ladder when there were no good junior officers and noncoms to keep the grunts in line.

Mystery solved. He followed Dawn towards the back of the train. But something in the distance caught his eye. He once again scanned the line of desert.

Motion, a murmur in the rising lines of heat. It appeared smaller than man-sized. A dog? As he focused with his eye module, he caught a flash of red.

Laser.

“Get down!”

He shoved Dawn to the ground and ran past her. Most laser weapons had a delay for any kind of aimed shot. He wasn’t waiting to see who the target was as he raced for the freight car.

“Hit the ground!”

The marshal and the men helping the fallen guard on the stretcher froze in place. A flash. A man went to the ground, screaming and clutching the charred stump of his wrist. Miles grabbed the marshal and got him down as a second passenger dropped, a round singe mark marring his forehead.

The others scattered, the injured freight car guard and stretcher tumbling as men and women began diving down the embankment or hurtling themselves towards the track buttresses. More impacts followed, the freight car peppered by a barrage of flashes. Holes melted in the smooth hull. A rock in front of Miles exploded, sending fragments spraying against his face.

He pulled the marshal with him and grabbed one end of the stretcher. Together, they hauled the injured guard to cover beneath the train.

The incoming fire continued, zapping the ground and train above as Miles and the marshal kept their heads down. After what felt like minutes but Insight confirmed was only ten seconds, the burner fire ceased.

Miles peered up from the concrete and focused on the location where he had spotted the shooter. Too small for a bandit, even the kid. So what was out there? Why snipe the passengers after the gang had made a clean getaway?

The dark lump remained in place. The laser no longer flashed.

“Give me the guard’s burner,” Miles whispered.

“Like hell.”

“I see him.” It. But this wasn’t time for semantics. “If you think you can get him from here, be my guest.”

Dawn was elbow-crawling her way beneath the train. A sheen of gray dust covered her face, her hat was missing, and her dark hair hung in a tumbling tangle. “Give him the laser, marshal.”

Was the marshal’s face turning a deeper shade of red? He handed the guard’s weapon over. Miles sighted in. His eyepiece told him everything he needed to know. And the burner? A perfect weapon in his hands. Unlike a slug thrower, he didn’t have to account for drop, windage, or air resistance. He braced himself on the buttress. Hesitated.

The marshal spat grit from his mouth, all the while keeping his head to the concrete. “You see them? Then what are you waiting for?”

Miles’ target remained highlighted in red. But new shapes appeared. First two, then six, and then fourteen, all lined up along the sandy ridge. They crept like spiders emerging from the ground. Once they took their position, they grew perfectly still.

Waiting.

And as if by an unseen command, all of them switched on lasers, which aimed straight at the train.
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“Take cover!”

Miles hugged the buttress as burner fire once again sizzled into the train. Passengers began crawling down the opposite side of the track. Others still on board were jumping, some falling, and others diving, heedless of injuries as the train had not deployed ladders or any of its emergency evacuation slides.

The laser fire continued indiscriminately, the shooters appearing content to fire wildly at the train. Each shot let out a soft hiss and pop. The burning smell intensified, and something on the train above them was on fire, judging by a growing bank of white smoke descending around them.

A few passengers remained exposed on the ground beneath the port side of the train. Easy targets, yet they hadn’t been shot down. Too many voices were screaming and calling for help.

Miles lined up on the first spider, the target lock reconfirming his selection. The burner trigger felt light as he eased his finger into the finger guard.

Fired. The hum-fizz was soft and anticlimactic, but the spider flipped over and vanished behind the ridgeline. Miles sighted on the next spider, already pre-selected by his eye. Fired. Next target. Fired again. Miles squeezed off seven more shots, each requiring little more than the slightest pivot as his training and enhancements took over.

But he had no clear shot at the remaining spiders. He crawled forward past the buttress, then incoming laser fire exploded around him, forcing him back behind the slope of the track bed.

Dawn was using him as cover. “You got their attention. Maybe they’ll clear out. How many did you hit?”

“Ten, which don’t appear to be moving anymore. At least four left.”

Exactly four, but Miles didn’t want to brag. If there were more beneath the sands or below the horizon, they remained out of sight.

“So, are we past calling for their surrender?” the marshal asked.

“It’s not the gang. Whatever’s out there is some kind of bot.”

“Huh. Probably meant to keep us from chasing the Metal Heads.”

Made sense, at least as good as any theory Miles could come up with. But ground crawlers like that weren’t cheap. It begged the question of how the gang could muster that kind of equipment loadout. No bag of personal data devices would be worth risking that level of hardware. The unknown was what the gang had stolen from the freight car.

But as long as any of the spiders remained, the train wasn’t going anywhere, and the marshal appeared content to let Miles handle it.

A red light on the back of the burner winked. Overheated? But if the newer weapon had an integration feature, it wasn’t talking to him, and Insight was no help. He popped the battery out of the grip.

A chunk of concrete exploded near his head. He got down. The remaining bots had him as their target now.

The marshal likewise began trying to become one with the ground. “What’s wrong?”

“Error light. Should have ten more shots.”

“Give it here.”

Miles handed the weapon behind him without rising a centimeter. The marshal only took a moment, turning it off and on again before setting the burner aside.

“There’s a crack beneath the barrel. It’s busted. Something must have damaged it during the explosion. Lucky you got the shots you did before it got hot.”

“What about your handgun?” Dawn asked.

Miles didn’t even have to look up. “Not at this range. Doesn’t matter what kind of sights you have with that little thing.”

The marshal inched forward, his hand cannon in both hands. KA-KRAK! The shot sent off a shockwave, the report causing Miles’ ears to ring. The marshal fired again, then a third time, but when he squeezed the trigger again, nothing.

“Feel better about yourself?” Miles asked.

“We can’t just wait to be shot down,” the marshal replied.

“Well, they’re not getting any closer. Any more guards? Or other passengers we can find who are packing a weapon?”

Dawn peered at him over her arms. “No other guards unless there were any off duty catching a ride. Ore runs go the other way, not towards Seraph, and not on this line. And no one carries a weapon on our trains. They have to be checked.”

All three looked up at the train. The luggage car would have the property lockers. The marshal began reloading, manually inserting four new cartridges into the breach of his pistol. Miles and Dawn crept towards the guard on the stretcher.

Dawn yanked a key card from the guard’s, then whispered, “This will get the lockers open. I’ll give it to the marshal. It’s his job, not yours.”

Miles put his hand out. “If there’s a burner on board, I’m the one who’ll make the shot. Any other way into that freight car?”

She handed over the key card. “Not with the power down, unless you have an engineer’s key. The chief’s up front in the engine, so that’s no good. The manual locks disengage from the inside.”

The bots kept firing at regular intervals, an impact every second. All of Miles’ instincts told him to crawl to the opposite side of the train and take cover with the rest of the passengers. But if he was listening to his instincts, he wouldn’t be in such a hurry to make it to Seraph.

He approached the buttress and the waiting marshal. “You can get your four shots somewhere close to those things?”

The marshal nodded. He held four more cartridges in his hands. “Not all of us have a computer to do our shooting for us. Just do your part. I don’t fancy getting a hole burned in my skull by a blasted machine.”

“You can also plug an electric tea kettle into my head.”

The marshal didn’t even crack a grin as he edged into a firing position. “Eight shots and then you’re on your own.”

“On three. Your count.”

“Can’t even see ‘em,” he grumbled. “One...two...”

Miles rolled out from beneath the car as the marshal opened fire, letting off four measured blasts a heartbeat apart. Not enough time. The lasers winked on the ridge. A handrail Miles was about to grab flashed and burst into a flower of sparks. Running now, Miles darted for the opening and dove up, desperately searching for anything to help him climb. Another laser burst seared the air just above him as he clamped a hand onto a pallet jack and pulled himself up, crawling forward and out of sight.

The marshal’s cannon was firing again, and no more laser shots came at him, at least for the moment.

At the far side of the car stood the lockers. Miles counted fifty of them, each the size of a shoebox or larger. He began swiping the card, opening one after another, finding most empty and a few with parcels or bundles of personal belongings he couldn’t waste any precious seconds to sift through.

New laser holes appeared in the car, letting in pin-sized beams of sunlight.

Miles began throwing the locker items out behind him: small suitcases, sealed and wrapped boxes, bundles of produce and gift baskets, and even a shrink-wrapped package of collared, starched shirts. A weapon rig clunked to the train car floor. The shirts had been sitting on top of a black nylon shoulder holster with a boxy nickel-finish burner tucked inside it.

He pulled the weapon free. Battery held a charge. Five shots. Glowing sights and a tiny laser target flared to life as he gripped it. An electric red etching along the barrel read Beverly.

He suppressed a shudder and mentally thanked the weapon’s owner, be they Beverly or someone who just named their pistol. He went to the breach and crouched, mentally preparing himself.

Roll out, aim, fire once, take cover. With his elevated position, he felt confident he would spot all the bots, but they’d have a clear line on him, too. As their lasers were powerful enough to penetrate the car, ducking would only decrease his chance of getting hit. He needed a few seconds to get a good scan. His tracking software had accounted for his movements, but if the bots had adjusted their position, he’d waste burner charges.

He grabbed for a piece of luggage. After opening all the zipper pouches, he found a toiletry kit. Razor, creams, toothbrush, mirror.

Bingo.

Mirror in hand, he used the reflection to survey the ridgeline. His hand was trembling. Forced himself to calm down, but knew adrenaline was going to do its thing. Unless he could take a few deep breaths and brace up, hitting the bots with a snapshot was hardly certain, and unlike the guard’s weapon, the little burner in his hand felt like a toy.

Where were they?

Found one. A single dark lump. The incoming laser fire had stopped. The lump wasn’t moving. He peered out and zoomed in, feeling a prickling sensation running down his neck. There he was, sticking his head up from perfectly suitable cover like a rookie, begging to get shot.

But the other bots were gone. While the landscape could hide any number of the mechanical creatures, he felt they had held nothing back before when forcing the train and the passengers to take cover. Either they were dug in or retreating. And if this last bot was waiting on something, Miles didn’t want to hesitate. Sometimes the enemy handed you a mistake on a silver platter. This bot had left itself exposed.

He took aim. Touched the trigger. A fraction of a second later, he had his virtual firing solution.

When he squeezed the trigger, nothing happened. Squeezed again, harder this time, a third time with enough force that he knew the shot would be spoiled.

There in the weapon’s grip was an almost invisible recessed square, which he had missed in his haste. A fingerprint authenticator. Beverly wasn’t going to fire for anyone but Beverly, or whoever owned her.

He set the pistol aside when motion caught his eye.

A tiny antenna stuck up from the bot’s head. A yellow light pulsed, flashing the train as if sending a signal. Not a signal, a laser, and not a weapon. It was targeting the freight car.

Miles looked up. If it weren’t for his eye, he would have missed it. There, soaring a kilometer above them, the size of a hawk, and diving, came a drone.
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Chapter Four
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“Get away from the train! Incoming!”

Miles didn’t wait to see if anyone else was following as he dove from the freight car and tumbled, hitting the rocky slope beyond the rail hard and falling head over heels. He sprawled face forward to the base of the rail bed. Covered his head with his arms.

The explosion knocked the breath from his lungs and threw him into the air. He landed hard and curled into a ball as steel, plastic, and rocks rained down around him. The deluge of debris finally ended. Move, his brain kept telling him. But it took all his strength to prove to his body that the ground was down and wasn’t going anywhere.

A carpet of choking haze drifted around him. At least the smoke would hinder laser fire. His legs shook as he rose unsteadily. Could barely see the train, but the smoke billowed through a fresh gap between the sections where the freight car used to be. His head felt stuffed with cotton and his mouth tasted of burned sand.

Almost without conscious thought, he trotted forward, stumbling more than once across the uneven ground. In his mental haze, he had a faint idea of direction. The ridge lay ahead of him. If the bots were waiting, he’d be dead. But lying out in the open would have the same result.

Get off the X had been ground into his DNA from the first day of combat training. He heard vague shouts from behind him, but the ringing in his ears obscured everything.

The ridge was higher and steeper than he thought. He clawed and grabbed at the sickly dried roots of some tree which hadn’t quite succumbed to the harsh desert or whatever microorganism soup the men on the moon had been dumping down onto the planet to restore it into the semblance of a livable place where man could once again exist without an atmosphere suit. Clumps of alkali clay broke loose as he finished the climb on his hands and feet.

Somewhere along the line he had lost the burner. At least it would have served as a hand weapon. He wasn’t sure what he was expecting to do once he made the ridge.

The destroyed spiders lay where they had fallen, like knocked-down targets at a shooting range. Ugly, misshapen, with parts mismatching and having no semblance of uniform design, each spider appeared as if a child had slapped it together out of spare robot parts. Servos, actuators, a small battery power plant, and the damned lasers all sat atop a six-leg chassis. Seven or eight legs on a few of them, he corrected himself as he scanned the wreckage.

The bot with the targeting laser wasn’t there, nor did he find any of the remaining spiders he hadn’t shot down. He kicked at the remains. None of them had armor. If they did, a single hand burner blast wouldn’t have done it. So where had the other bots gone?

With the spindly feet, they left little in the way of marks on the hardpan and rocks. But near where the spider with the targeting laser had stood, multiple tire and hoofprints led away from the scene.

A series of curses erupted from down the slope. The marshal was trying to climb towards him and only succeeded when he crawled on his knees.

“Any...anything?” Marshal Barma gasped.

“The last ones took off.”

The marshal stooped to inspect one of the wrecked spiders. “Pretty good shooting, even for a combat model.”

“You’re talking about me? I wasn’t a combat model.”

The big man gave a mirthless laugh. “Whatever. At least they’re gone.”

Miles couldn’t miss the marshal keeping him in view. And the hand cannon was back on his gun belt, grip out and ready for a quick draw. Had he kept a few cartridges?

“How many injured?” Miles asked.

“The bot snipers got two. One dead, another hurt, not counting the guard in the baggage car. The lawyer is checking the wreckage. But no one was in the car that blew up. A couple of people have bumps and bruises from jumping out of the train.”

“Maybe it’s time we check on the engineers. It’s hot out and there are a lot of folks standing in the sun.”

The marshal let Miles lead the way back to the train.

***
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“THIS ENGINE ISN’T GOING anywhere,” the train’s chief engineer told Miles and the marshal. “The electric system reboots and shuts down every time I try to turn it on. The power plant fail safes won’t disengage. It means we go nowhere, and that’s assuming the train or the tracks aren’t damaged.”

The chief engineer was a reed-thin fellow with bushy eyebrows and a sharp nose. There was a plastic quality to his eyes, and he had multiple bulging veins visible on his neck. A spacer, Miles concluded, or at least someone born with a few of the engineered genes which made microgravity survivable over the long term.

He had two assistants working on tablet computers wired to a control panel. The view from the command compartment was surprisingly serene and oblivious to the wreckage to the rear, with the track before them and the wide desert and hills beyond looking like a scene from an Earth recruitment still.

Come back to Earth. Reclaim our home.

The engineer was showing the marshal a screen from his own computer, an electric system diagnostic tool. The marshal nodded along as if he were following the explanation.

“Once home base sees us missing, they’ll send the repair crew,” the engineer concluded.

Miles paced, peering over the shoulders of the other two techs. One gave him a nervous look, so he headed for the back of the locomotive and climbed outside.

The marshal caught up with him. “Where are you going? I want you to stay in my sights.”

“We’re doing this again?”

“Seems to me you knocking down a bunch of target dummies doesn’t clear you from the suspect list. Either you stay close or I cuff you to a seat. Which will it be?”

“Your pick. But you’re not doing much to help get us going. You’d think someone would have reached help by now. Dawn Moriti had her phone. So let’s check with her.”

––––––––
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MILES COULD TELL BY Dawn’s expression she had reached no one. Standing in the thin shade beneath their passenger car, she was staring at her device as if it had offended her. “It’s like all the towers everywhere are down. Or someone’s jamming us. I had the porters check with the other passengers. Everyone who still has their device is experiencing the same thing.”

Yet she still tapped at her screen like she was hoping for a new result, as if the situation had resolved itself since her last attempt seconds before.

Miles sat on the lip of the concrete rail bed. “Then we wait on the repair crews to come save us.”

Late. He knew he was going to be late, and he would have to reschedule with the surgeon. Would his resolve change? No. It just meant starting from square one in finding the surgeon’s middleman in Seraph and hope he had enough funds to smooth over the ruffled feathers. His deposit would be forfeited.

He took out the card from his suit coat pocket. The bland image of sunflowers in a glass vase done in watercolor decorated the front. The inside was blank. What to say?

He had thought about what last message to write his son Dillan, bouncing between an expression of hope for his son’s future, a mild admonition to never forget his parents, or an apology. Perhaps one of his wife’s—Dillan’s mother’s—aphorisms? She always had the right expression to place things into perspective. But no, not enough room for any of that, with his handwriting. Yet the white interior felt as vast and unfillable as a canyon he could never hope to cross.

A credit chit would fit just fine within the envelope.

And for that to happen, he needed to meet the surgeon.

He put the card away, then rose and dusted his black suit off. A film of dirt remained on his clothes. It was to be the last thing he wore, soiled now because of the gang of robbers.

“How far away are the repair crews?” Miles asked.

Dawn remained distracted. “That’s the thing, there’s a substation every hundred klicks. They should have received an automated message the instant the train cut transmission. A truck shouldn’t have taken more than thirty or forty minutes to get here, or at least a survey ground drone, something.”

Insight told him it had been seventy-four minutes since the train stopped. Accounting for the techs being on lunch break, it meant someone should have shown up. A knot was forming in his gut.

The marshal brought his prisoner out of the car and helped him down. The pasty-faced young man squinted at the sun and grimaced. He appeared to be shaking cramps out of his legs. “Quite the bit of excitement.”

The marshal’s expression soured. “There’s people hurt and one dead. You have five minutes before you go back in the car.”

“A luxury. You, Sir Marshal, are a true cavalier among law enforcement agents. But it has gotten stuffy on board without the climate control engaged.” The prisoner grinned at Miles and Dawn. Offered his cuffed hands. “Paxton Walker the Fourth. Indisposed, but at your service.” When no one shook the hand, he added, “Very wise, very wise. Bad company ruins good character. Let me put your quiverings to rest, my good sir and lady, for this is but a minor matter and my present company the circumstances of ill fortune.”

“He’s a con artist,” the marshal said. “And that’s enough exercise. Get back on board.”

Before Paxton could approach the ladder, several passengers were climbing down.

A balding man wearing a derby and brown vest accosted Barma. “What’s the news, Marshal? It’s getting hot in there and it’s broiling out here.”

“The engineers are working on it.”

“And what about our safety?” a woman asked. She had a large toddler in a baby carrier strapped to her front. “Are those bandits truly gone?”

Miles suspected her child old enough to hold down an apprenticeship. Other passengers added their voices to the confrontation. Some took on a shrill tone as Marshal Barma tried to answer. But he kept getting cut off.

“Is someone summoning more marshals? Seraph security?” “If the train resumes operation, who gets to ride in the intact cars?” “Why are the communication networks down?”

“One at a time, please!”

While the marshal might have been imposing one on one, against this kind of crowd, his gravelly voice was fighting an uphill battle and losing. Miles had spent worse times watching a scene go sideways. Dawn appeared content to let the marshal be the front man as she eased away from the center of the crowd.

Miles left them, walking a train car’s length away where he took his seat again on the concrete and tried to find a position which would make writing comfortable. But his concentration was shot as he once again considered the blank card. At least he could begin by writing his son’s name.

He scratched out the symbols with care.

But he was distracted.

Nothing that was happening on the train was his business. He was supposed to be composing his final message to his son. Owed it to him. The gang of cyborg thieves? A drone bomb? Crowd control and managing a group of panicked travelers? Let the marshal and the train staff handle it.

Work and duty had cost him and his wife Seo Yeun so many days, evenings, and weekends that their son Dillan had drifted. When Seo Yeun was alive, together they couldn’t salvage their family. And after her passing, Dillan wouldn’t speak to Miles.

“A bit of longhand, I see,” Paxton Walker said. He had slipped away from the marshal and sat amiably next to Miles. “A rare art form. Is that Chinese script?”

“It’s none of your business.”

Hands still cuffed, Paxton waved away the comment. “Of course it isn’t. I’m intruding. You’ll pardon my manners. Our situation has forced ourselves upon each other. I’m content to sit and enjoy our shade in silence.” Two heartbeats later, he continued, “But I am an amateur artist when it comes to matters langage de fantaisie. A missive to a lover? A wife, perhaps?”

Miles put the card away, irritated that he couldn’t ignore the man, and realizing he was still on edge from the shootout and explosion. The crowd around the marshal had only grown as more passengers from the starboard side of the train had come around to join them.

Dawn and one of the porters walked past. She now held a pair of binoculars and climbed up a train car to scan the horizon in either direction. Her grave expression only grew bleaker.

“And what do you suppose she sees?” Paxton asked. “Or in this case, it’s what she doesn’t see which should concern us.”

Miles couldn’t help but answer. “As you might have heard, it’s her train, apparently. Once the marshal sends everyone her way, she’ll need to have answers.”

“I would watch out for that one.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I saw over several shoulders that she had a picture of you on her device. An admirer, perhaps?”

The knot in his stomach either was growing or it had a friend. “Something like that, I’m sure.”

It could mean anything. Perhaps Dawn Moriti was who she claimed to be and kept herself occupied by running security checks on Herron-Cauley trains. Or someone knew where he was and where he was going and put the word out. If so, who else might be waiting for him in Seraph?

The marshal broke free from his inquisitors and made a beeline for Paxton. “Back on board.”

Paxton sighed. “And it was turning into such a pleasant afternoon. You don’t have to get up for me, Mr. Kim. I know my station. But if you find yourself able to procure some green tea on ice, I can be found at my seat.”

Miles wiggled the pen still in his hand. He tucked it next to the card. Then he got up and waited for Dawn to finish her survey of the desert so he could learn how stuck they were.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Five
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“We’re going to have to get off the train and head for one of the substations,” the chief engineer said.

Judging by the man’s set jaw and apologetic eyes, this was the only option on the table, as far as he was concerned. And as the middle of the afternoon had only grown hotter, the thought of walking any distance in the heat was a daunting prospect.

“How far?” Miles asked.

“Closest marker puts us twenty klicks out. They stopped us almost dead center between substations.”

Another check in the meticulous planning column on the part of the bandits.

“No point in wasting time,” the engineer continued. “I’ll send Libby here while we keep working on fixing the train.”

One of the two assistant engineers had already donned a hat and began rubbing lotion on her nose and neck. Miles sized up the young woman. Early twenties and about the same age as his son Dillan. He said, “With the bandits out there, going alone sounds like asking for trouble. I’ll join her.”

“Out of the question,” Dawn said. “You’re not an employee of the train, but a passenger. I’ll ask a couple of the porters to join Libby. If they stick to the shade of the rail line, they’ll see any trouble coming.”

“Like snipers with burners or flying bombs? She’s just a...” He stopped himself. Libby looked old enough to have graduated college or engineering school.

“Herron-Cauley doesn’t hire children,” Dawn said. “And we have an obligation to keep our guests safe.”

Libby spoke up. “I can make the walk. It’s not that far. I’ll take extra water and be careful.”

“Good girl,” Dawn said. “With the two porters traveling with you, you’ll be safe. We can check the train for any bicycles someone might have stored.”

––––––––
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THERE WERE NO BICYCLES. More than half the passengers were now languishing outside the train, some taking shelter in the ruins of the shattered luggage car. A few had set up makeshift shade with propped-up garments. Shimmering heat rose in waves, twisting the ridge like a kaleidoscope. The scene held an unreal quality, as if the train were a crashed ship on an alien world. But this was Earth. Its departed children had returned to it without welcome and were now paying the price.

Miles thought at the last moment he might still join the expedition to the substation. But Dawn remained close by, and he needed to learn if there was something to Paxton Walker’s warning. Watch out for that one.

If Miles had a price on his head or a warrant for his arrest, he had to know. If Libby and the porters contacted a delayed train company repair crew, they’d return and find some way to bring everyone back to Seraph. And who was waiting for him there? Not much he could do about that for the moment.

He had more immediate concerns. Perhaps it was his nagging paranoia, but he didn’t think the danger the waylaid passengers and crew were facing was over. Seeing the three train employees grabbing water bottles and making a last-minute retying of their shoes, he realized he couldn’t just stand by and wait.

Miles scanned the track ahead of the train but couldn’t make out anything. Besides heatwaves, a dull haze clung to the ground as if particulates from the explosion hadn’t quite settled.

The chief engineer and his other assistant went back to work in the locomotive.

Libby and the two porters said their final goodbyes.

“I’m going with you,” Miles said.

Dawn heaved a sigh. “I thought we settled this. They’ll make the substation by sundown at the latest. I’m sure the company has sent a rescue team our way.”

“I’m no rail employee, but as you probably know, I’ve got over forty years’ experience as military police. If you don’t trust me to be out there with your people, then you come too.”

“It’s not a matter of not trusting, it’s—hey!”

Miles plodded after Libby and the porters. Stepping out of the shadow of the train felt like strolling from a sauna into an oven. Walking beneath the elevated track provided little shade as the sunlight was hitting at an angle.

Dawn caught up with him. “Do we have to walk so quickly?”

“If you want to make the substation by sunset, yes.”

She kept up. He let Libby set the pace, and before long they were all stripping off their coats as the merciless sun beat down on them.
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Chapter Six
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Something lay in the scrub away from the track. At first it appeared to be a trick of the shadow, dark stones among the brittlebush and cholla, but a quick zoom in confirmed that it was more than that.

A growing dread ran down Miles’ spine. “Let’s take a break.”

Libby appeared to want to continue, but she and the porter waited in the shade of a rail buttress as Dawn followed Miles down the slope of the track.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Trouble.”

They had walked perhaps two kilometers. He was feeling it in his hips and found himself hoping for a quick rescue. The train was supposed to be the newest, quickest way to get to Seraph from River City, much faster than the electric rails which ran southward through the farming belt before catching a bus or land freighter for the slower drive west. As Meridian was only just thawing on its attitude towards New Pacific or the neutral free town of Seraph, it had taken some behind-the-scenes wrangling on the parts of business interests to allow for the expansion of the transit system.

The body of a man lay in the prickly bushes. He wore a light blue mechanic’s coverall. A hole was burned in the side of his head. Dark patches of sweat marked the dead man’s underarms.

Miles stepped through the scrub to get closer. The corners of the man’s mouth remained moist. Contrary to common belief, a burner wound could bleed, although this one didn’t. Blood had seeped from the man’s ears and mouth. Thorns had caught one sleeve and held his hand up in the mock approximation of him trying to ward off a blow which would never fall. The desert would take him and leave his bones there, forever fending off his unseen attacker.

Dawn kept her distance. “What happened?”

“Burner wound. Was he with the rescue party?”

“Looks like one of the rail line workers. Check for ID.”

The man had a badge card clipped to his pant pocket. Gordon Lee, Herron-Cauley senior tech. Besides his name, job title, and the company logo, the card held a holographic watermark and an information chip. Miles handed the card to Dawn, who scanned it with her phone.

“Substation twelve,” she said. “That’s where we’re going.”

“And he made it this far. It means he was deployed not long after we got stopped.” Miles patted down the pockets. No device. “I’m guessing he didn’t walk. Think he was alone?”

“It’s possible, but not likely. Company wants this train running perfect, so they doubled all the shifts during the shakedown and extended them for six months. Another couple of weeks, he might have been one of two people manning the station, but not now.”

Miles backed out of the brush and began to walk a circle around the dry vegetation. “Keep your eyes open for tracks. What kind of vehicle would he have?”

“Electric four-wheel. Track gets twice-a-day inspections, either in person or via drone.”

A white coordinate marker stood beyond a rise in the ground. The flat, unpaved road ran parallel to the tracks and ran off in either direction. After a quick check, Miles confirmed there was no one in sight. But no vehicle either.

The loose dust showed tire tracks. While there were marks off the road around lumps of talc and patches of sandstone, it was impossible to decipher what had happened. Miles had a good guess, however. The mechanic had been shot and his vehicle stolen.

Case closed.

But had it been the Metal Heads or the bots? Had Gordon Lee run afoul of the robbers as he drove towards them? Or had he been intercepted by someone who knew he was coming?

“So what do we do about him?” Dawn asked.

Miles caught a tone of condescension, as if after everything they had been through, she was indulging him. He replied, “We continue going. Find a radio somewhere and let Seraph and Devil’s Bridge know what’s happening.”

Libby was calling for them from up by tracks. Waving.

Miles hesitated for a moment before leaving the body. Simple dignity would see the dead man covered and taken out of the weeds. But there was no helping it for the moment. They jogged towards the tracks and climbed up onto the railbed.

“What’s wrong?” Dawn asked.

“Gunshots. Did you hear them?”

Miles hadn’t, but with the added elevation, Libby no doubt had a better chance at catching any sounds carrying in the hot air. Plus his own ears were still ringing and his cybernetic ear’s noise reduction was on overdrive. He canceled the noise reduction and listened.

“Which direction?”

She pointed back the way they came, back towards the train some two kilometers behind them.

“You sure?”

Both Libby and the porter nodded.

“Four shots,” Libby confirmed.

One or two blasts of the hand cannon might be a signal from the marshal. But four in rapid succession? They had hours of walking ahead of them to get to the substation, with no way to know if they’d find anyone. And with the discovery of the dead train tech, Miles felt less confident about their current mission.

“We need to know what’s going on,” he said.

Dawn gave a final look in the direction they had been going. “Lead the way.”
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THE TRAIN LAY AHEAD of them like a sleeping serpent reclining on a rock in the hot afternoon daylight. The sun drooped low to the west. Bright orange clouds dotted the sky. Heat radiated from the stones and concrete of the railbed.

Miles had given up trying to run. His calves ached and he felt a stitch in his side. The others had gained a lead on him until Dawn stopped them.

Libby drank from her water before handing the bottle around. Miles was the last to partake. The lukewarm offering could have been bathwater, but at that moment, ambrosia in his parched throat.

Thirst quenched, Miles zoomed in on the front of the train. Nothing moved beyond the veil of heat. Where was everyone?

The ridge to the east appeared clear. So unless the passengers were beneath the train, they had to be on board.

He took another moment to catch his breath so he wouldn’t sound winded. “I’ll go forward alone.”

Dawn cleaned the lens of her binoculars before surveying the train. “You think it’s any safer out in the open?”

“No. I just don’t like surprises, and we don’t know what’s waiting for us.”

“We’ll stay behind you, but no one stays back. We’re too exposed. Let’s go figure out what happened.”

They approached the engine together. The window to the control room was tinted dark and reflected the sky and sunlight. On the ground near the dropped down ladder lay scattered a half-eaten sandwich and a spilled water bottle. Maybe the chief engineer and his people were slobs, but something felt off.

Miles motioned with a finger to his lips. Climbed the ladder. He had to squint to see inside the dark compartment. Before his eyes could adjust, a large shape rushed towards him and struck him in the chest. The marshal, and he had kicked him. The blow sent Miles reeling back, falling from the ladder and landing hard on the ground beneath the train.

The marshal emerged from the hatch and swung down. Miles rolled out of the way to avoid being landed on.

“Where is he?” the marshal barked. He grabbed Miles as he got up, catching him with an unexpected backhand, which shook his head and jaw and almost knocked him back down again.

Miles asked, “Where is who? You mean Paxton? He was with—”

The marshal swung again, wielding his hand cannon like a club. But Miles was ready for him and deflected the blow, slugging the larger man below the ribs with a punch that would have sent a smaller man down.

Recovering quickly, the marshal appeared to be gathering himself for another assault. “Where’d you take him?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Take who?”

“Marshal Barma, stop!” Dawn shouted. “What’s happened here?”

The large man’s eyes darted between her and Miles. He was panting.

Miles had been so focused on defending himself he only just realized the marshal had spattered blood covering his shirt.

“We’ve been walking or running since we left,” Miles said. “We made it a couple of klicks out when we heard the gunshots.”

The marshal’s voice was a bone-dry rasp. “I told you to stay put so I could keep an eye on you.”

“We were heading for the closest waystation. You weren’t around to ask permission.”

“Miles was with us the whole time,” Dawn added. “What happened?”

“They took him...the chief engineer.”

Libby and the porter had been watching in silence. But then Libby pushed past them, heading for the ladder.

“Don’t go up there,” the marshal said, but he didn’t move to stop her as she climbed up into the train.

Libby screamed.

Miles bound up after her and almost collided with the young woman. Before them lay the body of the other junior engineer. Blood pooled on the floor and clung to the walls of the compartment in swathes. He appeared to have been torn open.

Miles maneuvered past Libby and went forward but found no one else aboard the engine. He escorted Libby down the ladder and joined Dawn and the waiting marshal. The porter stood back and was chewing his thumbnail.

“Who took him?” Miles asked.

The marshal had a hand on his side where he had been struck. “Someone in a forward car heard a short scream. By the time they got me, it was over.”

“I’m sure your con man is dangerous, but maybe you need to focus on what’s happening here to the people of the train.”

“Don’t give me that. I was taking a whizz. And it’s a big train. I can’t be everywhere.”

Dawn cleared her throat. “Gentlemen, the train needs all of us. There’s a lot of scared passengers. It’s going to be dark soon, and we still need to find a way to let Seraph know our situation.”

Libby was wiping her eyes with her sleeve. “Why did they take him?”

“There’s too much we don’t know,” Miles said. “I don’t want to wait here until they decide to attack again.”

“There’s something we agree on,” the marshal grumbled. “So head for the waystation again?”

“We’ll have to. But I want to look around. They must have left tracks when they took the engineer. And why him and not the assistant?”

“Maybe he fought them and got killed for his efforts.”

“You check on that. I’m going to look around.”

“Uh-uh,” the marshal said. “I’m going where you’re going. I don’t want you out of my sights.”

“Suit yourself,” Miles replied. “But unless we’re getting everyone out and walking, we’ll have to lock these train cars down in the meantime. It’s going to be night soon.”
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