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			Part 1

		


		
			Chapter 1

			Dalton Kane hated meetings.

			He suspected that whoever invented them had done it to see if anyone would notice a punchline. But, as sheriff, he was required to participate in said meetings as requested, and he wasn’t in a position to argue about it no matter how much they made him want to stab his eyes out with a paperclip.

			Luckily for him, today’s meeting was with Carolyn Kaur, Richport’s mayor, and she promised it would be brief.

			So.

			He looked at his reflection in the small hand mirror he kept in his desk drawer, decided he looked as much of a bastard as ever, and dragged a greasy comb through his sunbleached hair to make it look like he’d at least tried. Then he stood, squared his shoulders, and strode out of his office with a swagger of forced masculinity to greet his superior.

			He didn’t spot Carolyn at first. His gaze roved briefly over the desks and filing cabinets that sat in neat rows in the main part of the police station. Cadu Mão de Ferro, the emergency operator, sat at his desk swirling a pen around on a piece of paper waiting for calls to come in, and Debbie Harper . . . 

			Dalton’s eyes went wide.

			Debbie Harper had brought a salad.

			Again.

			He ground to a halt as the reason for Carolyn’s visit fled his mind. Time itself slowed to a near-standstill, and his vision darkened around the edges until Debbie and her lunch were all he could see. 

			The mousy-haired office assistant sat hunched over her desk, forking a glob of dressing-soaked plant matter into her mouth. Dalton could hear the languid crunch as she bit into it, watched as she stabbed into her bowl and brought another forkful of the substance toward her mouth.

			His heart fluttered in his chest like a moth caught in a window screen, not that they had any moths here on Molorthia Six.

			Spots danced mockingly through the air before him as his consciousness started to go.

			Debbie took another bite.

			A faint ringing began to sound in Dalton’s ears, and he thought, Sonofabitch.
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			Dalton came to feeling something cold and damp pressing against the side of his head.

			His eyes snapped open. Everything towered over him as if he’d shrunk, and it took him a few seconds to realize this was because he lay sprawled across the wooden plank floor like a drunk in the gutter. The battered gray filing cabinet to his left had toppled over, belching papers across the planks, and Dalton’s head and shoulder smarted in time with his heartbeat.

			Ah, he thought.

			“Dalton, are you okay?” Carolyn Kaur asked in a low tone. The brown-skinned woman held a self-activating icepack in one hand, and a first-aid kit lay open on the floor next to her. Her dusty, black business suit had a smudge of fresh blood on one sleeve.

			He squinted past her and saw Debbie standing by her desk with her arms crossed in defiance while Cadu Mão de Ferro gave her a scolding.

			The salad was nowhere in sight.

			“But I have to start eating better!” Debbie whined to Cadu. “My doctor said!”

			“You know you can’t bring that kind of stuff in here,” Cadu said, perhaps too gently. “Not after what happened to the sheriff’s family.”

			“I taste blood,” Dalton said, looking back to Carolyn, who’d pressed the icepack against his head again.

			“You bit your lip when you fell. I saw the whole thing happen. Your legs turned into jelly, and bam.”

			Dalton narrowed his eyes again. The door to the lobby had been propped open, and an industrial-sized fan parked a meter or so away from the doorway riffled papers on the scattered desks.

			Vaguely, he remembered that Carolyn had come here to talk to him about something. But then there had been the salad.

			He pulled himself to his feet, his face setting itself into a scowl so deep, it might become permanent. He stormed from the office area and out through the lobby without even going back for his Stetson.

			Outside in the dusty street where the only colors were brown, tan, gray, and a little bit of red on some shop signs, Dalton began to feel more like himself again, whatever that meant. The gleaming sun beat down upon him so heavily that he could already feel his ears thinking about blistering. His brown leather trench coat would keep the sun off most of the rest of him, at least.

			He couldn’t bring himself to go get his hat. Not after what everyone had seen him do.

			“Dalton, wait.”

			He turned his head enough to see Carolyn hurrying out the entrance to the police station in her high heels.

			His expression felt like stone. “What do you want, Carolyn?”

			She frowned at him, her eyes dark wells of concern. “A few people have come to me worried about the smoke on the horizon. I thought you should send someone to check it out.”

			She hadn’t been kidding when she’d said the meeting would be brief. “Smoke?” Dalton craned his neck, unable to see anything but buildings and sand. “In which direction?”

			“To the north.” She paused. “And the northeast. Mostly the north, though. I figured you’d noticed it already.”

			He gave her a dull glare. He may have spotted some smoke that morning on his way in, but hadn’t thought much of it—sometimes things just burned. “Maybe the folks up in Paris are celebrating Bonfire Night already.”

			Carolyn opened her mouth as if to say more but then shook her head. “Clearly, this isn’t the right time to be talking to you. Is this about that damned salad?”

			A tendril of dread scuttled down Dalton’s spine the moment she spoke that word. Instead of answering, he set his jaw and turned on his heel, then stomped away from her.

			Maybe she’d understand a little better if she’d been there. They all might understand a little better. But only Dalton had been there, and Summer Kane, too, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to go talking to Summer about it. He’d rather lay down naked in a bed of fire ants in the noonday Molorthian sun. Not that they had any fire ants.

			As Dalton’s boots sent up puffs of dust with every angry footfall, he patted the loaded water pistol in its holster on his hip and felt one microscopic shred of relief.
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			Whenever Dalton found himself in a temper, he preferred to take long and moody walks around his domain, scowling at anything that looked happier than he did. This had, over time, bestowed him with the reputation of World’s Most Formidable Sheriff, which would not last long if word got out that he’d fainted over salads again.

			He turned down Holy Street, where a Sikh gurdwara sat next door to the province’s busiest mosque, which sat next to a pint-sized Roman Catholic cathedral and across the street from the First Baptist Church of Richport, the Free Will Baptist Church of Richport, The First Synagogue of Richport, Heavenly Fire Church, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, St. Nicholas Greek Orthodox Church, The Church of Chris (a sandstorm had blown the T off the sign), and Hindu Temple of Richport.

			The village atheists met once per week at Slim’s Café to discuss whatever their book club was reading.

			“Hey, Sheriff!”

			Dalton drew up short. Spinning to the left, he spotted citizens Gurmeet Singh and Lennox McTavish perched together in the shade on the front stoop of Desert Sands Gurdwara which, like most of the other dwellings in town, had been built of sand-colored adobe designed to deflect the scalding heat.

			Gurmeet gripped a stringed instrument that somewhat loosely resembled a short, squat guitar, while Lennox shyly hugged a set of bagpipes.

			“Good day, Sheriff!” Gurmeet said brightly, undeterred by Dalton’s glare. “Nice to see you out here today.” The man’s white turban reminded Dalton of the fact that the top of his own Stetson-less head was currently undergoing a slow roast.

			Dalton grunted and casually joined them in the shade. “Same, I suppose.”

			“Your lip is bleeding, sir.”

			“Bit it. What’s that?” He nodded at the instrument.

			Gurmeet practically beamed at him—he’d always been too cheerful for his own good. “It’s my grandfather’s sarangi! I’ve been practicing. Lennox thinks we ought to start our own band once I get good enough.”

			Lennox, a raven-haired Scotsman who’d arrived on Molorthia Six as part of a fresh batch of settlers five years earlier, flushed with a faint embarrassment. “Aye, we’ve been practicing together all morning.” His accent still held traces of his native Scottish brogue, which he tended to dial down in public since there were no other Scotspeople around to understand him properly.

			Dalton suspected that, given the influx of settlers from so many different backgrounds, Richport itself would be developing its own unique standard accent within two or three more generations that nobody else on Molorthia Six would understand, like a modern-day Bronx with fewer bodegas.

			“Do you want to hear how we sound so far?” Gurmeet asked, his eyes glimmering hopefully as his fingers moved toward the strings.

			Dalton held up a hand. “Not today, Mr. Singh. I’ll . . . wait until you’ve gotten better at it.”

			Disappointment shone in Gurmeet’s eyes, but only for a moment. “Ah, that’s too bad. Oh! A ship arrived last night,” he said. “From Pelstring Four, people are saying.”

			Dalton furrowed his brow. “Pelstring Four? Who is it, more settlers?”

			“I don’t know. But Mrs. Abernathy next door says she thinks one of them is a salesman.”

			“A salesman.” Dalton repeated the word with a measure of distaste. The last time a salesman had arrived in town from offworld, Dalton himself had had to rescue him from the roof of the town hall, where he’d taken refuge after an angry mob had gone after him. And he’d been selling air conditioners.

			“That’s what she says,” Gurmeet went on.

			Dalton looked up at the sky and shook his head. “God help him.”
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			Dalton did not encounter any salesmen during the rest of his walk, though he did spot gray-haired citizen Gwendolyn Goldfarb standing outside the supermarket shouting “Fire in the sky! Fire in the sky!” at anyone who would listen.

			When Dalton returned to the police station, Debbie Harper wouldn’t make eye contact with him.

			“You’re fired,” he said as he passed her desk. “Cadu, make sure we get a job posting up in the next paper.”

			Cadu rolled his eyes and jotted a note down on one of his papers. “Got it.”

			Nothing else happened for the rest of the day. Slow days meant peace and harmony; two things Dalton craved like his fellow citizens craved ice water and cloud cover.

			Slow days meant he wouldn’t have to use his water pistol.

			As dusk began to fall, Dalton trudged off to the farthest eastern reaches of town, where his small, adobe house sat behind a picket fence that used to be white but had since faded into a sort of peely, sandy gray. Inside, he shrugged off his trench coat and hung it and his Stetson on hooks just inside the door. He left his holster on, not wanting it out of sight, and went into the bathroom to attend to his scorched ears.

			In the mirror, his skin looked like it belonged on a lobster. Dalton plucked up a jar of expired sunburn cream and, wincing, rubbed it on his ears, his nose, and his cheekbones. His hair, naturally a light brown, was sunbleached all the way to blond at the tips. Cadu Mão de Ferro, a vintage television and film buff, informed Dalton that he looked like a desert-baked John Constantine from some old show put out by DC Comics several hundred years ago.

			Dalton failed to see the resemblance.

			His temple still throbbing from where he’d bashed it on the filing cabinet, he ate a small dinner of steak and potatoes, worked on a crossword puzzle for a good half-hour, then retired to his room, where he stripped down to his briefs.

			After making sure his blinds were pulled, he lay on his side in bed and gazed at the family photograph sitting on his bedside table. In it, he, his wife, and his girls had struck goofy poses in front of one of the Weird Sisters, a collection of vaguely-humanoid rock formations in Crater Valley west of Paris.

			Then he closed his eyes and folded his hands together, grateful no one could see him.

			“Please,” he whispered. “Just bring them back to me. You’ve done it before to other people—I’ve read about it in your book. So, please . . . bring back my family. I don’t think I can survive another day without them.”

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Daylight roused Dalton from a dream where treelike beings chased him through the darkness, his right shoulder aching like it usually did in the mornings. He rolled over and gazed hopefully at the space beside him on the bed, but it remained unoccupied, just as it had been for five years now.

			Like he’d really expected to see Darneisha lying there beside him. He wouldn’t be hearing any excited squeals from the other bedroom down the hallway, either, because Kendra and Imani were just as dead as their mother.

			He thought about picking up his comm and calling Summer to talk through some of his feelings, but he refused to subject himself to such torture. His brother’s wife had been a nagging thorn in his flesh for too many years. The fact she was the only other survivor was a cosmic joke that had not been lost on Dalton.

			Dalton fried himself two sausage patties for breakfast, got dressed, and set out for work.

			The front door of the police station was already unlocked when Dalton arrived, and Cadu sat at his desk holding his comm unit and looking quite grave.

			“You’ll have to speak more clearly,” Cadu said over the wail coming through the comm. “I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s going on.”

			“Cut myself!”

			“You’ll need to stem the bleeding while you wait for the medics to get there. Where is your cut?”

			“Hand—was peeling an avocado, and the knife slipped. Oh, God! What if I die?”

			Cadu’s black hair stood up in a tuft where he’d already run a hand through it, and his dark brown skin glistened with sweat as he very calmly walked the man through what he needed to do.

			Dalton did not envy Cadu his job. 

			He let himself into his already-stifling office, where he picked up his Mega Tough crossword puzzle book and continued where he’d left off the day before.

			At half past ten, there came a knock on his door. “What is it?” he called, and a chagrined-looking Cadu poked his head around the corner.

			“Another call just came through on the emergency line,” Cadu said. “They said there’s a salesman handing out pamphlets in the town square.”

			Gurmeet had been right about one of the new arrivals. “What’s he selling?” Dalton asked, thinking of air conditioners. He mopped a trickle of sweat off his forehead with the sleeve of his trench coat.

			“I don’t know, but he has quite a few people upset. You’d better check it out before he ends up on the roof like the other guy.”

			Dalton rose and jammed his Stetson over his sunburned ears. “Consider it done.”

			The town square lay six blocks from the police station. On his way there, Dalton rehearsed what he planned on saying to the newcomer: Richport has a No Solicitation ordinance, established to protect all salespeople and citizens alike, so please stop selling whatever it is you’re selling.

			Shouts up ahead alerted Dalton to the salesman’s precise location. He shoved his way through the gathered throng and spotted a gangly South Asian man wearing khaki slacks and a pale pink dress shirt, amiably conversing with Alma Vaidya, one of the book club atheists who met at Slim’s Café every Thursday evening at eight.

			Alma, a stocky woman in her fifties, leveled a glare at the man that would have made warriors tremble in their boots. “I have no need for anything you’re trying to sell.”

			The salesman appeared in no way deterred. “Our tanning beds come with the best new features,” he went on in a smooth English accent as an apple core sailed through the air and hit him in the shoulder. “They have an internal cooling system to keep you comfortable while you tan, and they even have built-in satellite radio.”

			“Why in the bloody hell would anyone in Richport need a tanning bed?” cried Henry Halpern, Dalton’s barber, lurking close by. “Richport is a tanning bed!”

			“Our tanning beds allow one to tan comfortably from the comfort of one’s own home,” the salesman said calmly. 

			Dalton stifled a snort. “Excuse me,” he said, shoving past a few more people who stood blocking his way.

			He reached the salesman and cleared his throat. “You. Newcomer.”

			The salesman turned and brightened, no doubt believing Dalton had some interest in his wares. “Why, hello there! I’m Chumley Fanshaw, from Sunspotz Tanning Beds. So great of you to come out here today!”

			Chumley thrust a business card into Dalton’s hand. He glanced down at it and read to himself: Chumley Fanshaw, purveyor of fine tanning beds from Sunspotz. Look great, feel greater!

			An electronic address had been printed across the bottom. Dalton slid the card into his pocket in case he’d have to use it as evidence in a trial for Chumley’s future murderer.

			“You’ve gathered quite the crowd here,” Dalton commented.

			“Oh, I know.” Chumley’s cheeks flushed as if he were impressed by his own feat. “I didn’t expect such a response.”

			“You realize most of them probably want to kill you.”

			“Kill me?” Chumley brought a hand to his chest. “Why would they do that?”

			“You’ve never been in Richport before, have you?”

			“This is my first time on Molorthia Six. It’s kind of an odd planet, isn’t it?”

			Dalton kept his tone guarded as he said, “What makes you say that?”

			Chumley scratched the back of his neck, which was probably already starting to blister since he didn’t have a hat. “It’s just that most colony planets settle the temperate zones, but all the settlements on Molorthia Six are in the equatorial desert. It certainly would have made my job easier, having cities farther south or north.”

			Dalton clapped him on the shoulder. “I think you should research your markets a little better before spending a fortune on spacefare. Now I’m afraid you’ll have to stop what you’re doing, because solicitation happens to be against the law here in Richport.”

			“Oh.” Chumley’s lips formed a disheartened frown. “Is that right?”

			“I’m the sheriff. It’s right.”

			“What should I do, then? Set up a pop-up shop and sell tanning beds from there?”

			“I think,” Dalton said, “you’d better pack your bags and head somewhere else. Molorthia Eight is covered in ice.”

			“Isn’t Molorthia Eight uninhabited?”

			“It won’t be if you go there.”

			Before Chumley could muster a reply, the comm unit clipped to Dalton’s belt let out a squawk. “Dalton?”

			He fumbled with it a moment and held it to his ear. “Cadu? What is it?”

			“It’s the Greens, sir,” Cadu said, as evenly as if he were imparting the weather. “They’ve just invaded Falcon Ranch.”

			The comm nearly slipped through Dalton’s sweaty fingers. “Invaded?” His voice came out in a croak.

			“Can you make it out there, or do you need me to send someone else?”

			Dalton patted for the water pistol hanging from his hip, and swallowed. “I’ll go,” he heard himself say. To Chumley, he said, “Book the next shuttle out of here. I don’t want to scrape what’s left of you off the hardpan.”

			Chumley’s mouth gaped open in an O. Dalton turned on his heel and dashed back toward the police station through the surprised throng as fast as if a Green were chasing him.

			Two rust-colored quads with deep-tread tires had been parked behind the station. One had a dead battery, and the other just barely growled to life when Dalton thrust a key into its ignition. It gave a lurch before gliding smoothly forward, and he slapped the siren button so all the nincompoops still clogging the town square would get out of his way before they turned into life-sized bowling pins.

			He breezed past an alarmed Chumley Fanshaw, who still hadn’t taken Dalton’s advice and left.

			The edges of Richport soon gave way to rocky, reddish-tan sand that swirled up from the desert floor in plumes to mark Dalton’s passage. None of the roads on Molorthia Six were paved, and since Falcon Ranch lay somewhat off the beaten path, Dalton opted to eschew the road altogether and shot off in a northwesterly direction approximating the shortest distance between the ranch and the town.

			He sped past the Lady Liberty rock formation, which looked a bit like a statue holding a torch if you imagined hard enough. At its base lay a few scattered bronze boomstones the wind had uncovered—he’d have to get a team out here to collect the explosive minerals before someone blew themselves up being stupid.

			Off to the north, plumes of smoke rose into the air from below the horizon, just like Carolyn had said.

			More smoke lay dead ahead, coming from Falcon Ranch.

			He gritted his teeth. It was times like this when he wished their police force was bigger than just him, Cadu, and a handful of unqualified volunteers who came and went with the wind. How could he, one miserable man, fight back against the Greens and win, especially when he’d fainted the day before just from seeing Debbie’s lunch?

			Her lunch had taken him by surprise, though. This time, he came prepared.

			The main ranch house came into view past a low ridge—an adobe structure of ample size that made Dalton’s own house look like a pillbox. A pasture full of lavender-colored grass, watered via an underground aquifer, was populated with several dozen field beasts swishing their tails in agitation.

			Smoke rose from several singed clumps of desert scrub smoldering near the barn, one of those rare Molorthian structures built of imported wood that would have cost the builder a fortune. Doris Kelso, the stocky owner of Falcon Ranch, stood with her back pressed against the barn’s outer wall, gripping a smoking flamethrower in one trembling hand.

			The quad threw up a spray of pebbles and dirt as Dalton ground it to a standstill, and he vaulted from it with his water pistol clenched tightly in his fist.

			“Oh, Sheriff, thank God you’re here,” Doris said, looking strangely unrelieved in spite of his timely arrival. “I called as soon as I saw them coming, and then—”

			“Where are they now?” Dalton saw nothing leafy and emerald-colored in their vicinity, but that didn’t mean the Greens weren’t being furtive.

			Doris pointed toward the southwest. “They were heading that way, across open ground toward the Rosa.”

			“How many?”

			“Four; two tall and two shorter. They . . . ” She swallowed. “They vaulted the pasture fence and drank from the beasts’ trough, then gathered up fistfuls of grass and shoved it into some sacks. They even scooped extra water into what looked like canteens, if you can believe it.”

			Dalton’s insides felt colder than the ice fields of Molorthia Eight. “You’re sure there were only four.”

			“I’m positive. But Sheriff, what does it mean? Is my ranch going to be some sort of . . . of rest stop for those things?”

			Instead of answering, he regarded once more her flamethrower, and then the smoldering patches of desert scrub. “You fired at them,” he said. “Did they seem . . . frightened?”

			“Only a little. They seemed more concerned about replenishing their supplies.”

			Dalton was about to say more when a faint swishing sound reached his ears.

			His heart nearly stopped mid-beat.

			“Sheriff?” Doris asked, eyes widening in alarm.

			“Get inside,” he hissed. “Now!”

			Doris didn’t need to be told twice. She launched herself from the barn’s shadow, seized Dalton’s free hand, and nearly tore his arm out of its socket hauling him toward her back door, which she threw open and then slammed shut and bolted once they were both safely inside.

			Dalton got down on his hands and knees and peered slowly above the nearest windowsill, still gripping his water pistol. The window gave him the perfect view of the pasture, which would have looked idyllic on any other occasion.

			“Doris?” he whispered. “Where are the other people who work here?”

			“I gave them the day off,” she said in a low voice. “They’re at the water park in Pleasant Springs. They won’t be back until nightfall.”

			“Good,” he said, and continued to watch and wait. Doris poked her head up beside his. It was sort of nice having the company. He’d never wanted to die alone.

			Soon, a four-meter-tall being shuffled into view from the right, and Dalton nearly let out a shriek. He’d never even seen one that big before. Its forest-colored legs were as thick and sturdy-looking as the trunks of Earth trees, and its two sets of arms ended in hands sprouting rows of emerald, twig-like fingers that looked flimsy but had the strength to peel the roof off a car. Leaves sprouted from the whole length of its body much in the way that scales grew from a minnow.

			The creature’s four eyestalks protruded from the top of its leafy head, surveying its surroundings as it drew to a stop next to the pasture fence. Some sort of primitive canvas sack had been slung over one of its shoulders, and the creature pulled it open and withdrew an earthy-brown canteen like the ones Doris had mentioned before.

			“Should we kill it?” Doris hissed.

			“Wait,” Dalton said, hardly daring to blink.

			The creature stepped over the pasture fence as if it were a man stepping over a paving stone. It knelt down and stuck its face into the trough to drink, and once it had its fill, it dunked its canteen into the water and screwed the cap back on.

			Then it rose, turned, and faced the herd of mooing field beasts, which might have been called cows had they lived on Earth, except for the fact they’d been genetically-modified to survive the harsh desert climate and now grew to half the size of normal cows and ate only the lavender grass.

			Dalton slid Doris’s window open about three centimeters, then shoved the barrel of his water pistol through the gap.

			“Water won’t hurt them, Sheriff,” she said to him.

			He grunted. “It’s not water.”

			“Then what—”

			The creature lunged at the nearest field beast with lightning-quickness and seized it in its four arms. The field beast let out a bone-chilling squeal as the creature sank its two rows of razor-sharp fangs into its neck.

			The poor thing started to struggle but immediately went limp.

			Dalton aimed his water pistol at the creature and squeezed the trigger.

			The pressurized jet of liquid shot outward in a fifteen-meter line, which splattered against the creature’s back. 

			It let out a roar, dropped the dead field beast, and whirled to face the house, its eyestalks glowering with murder as it spotted Dalton and Doris peeking above the windowsill.

			It charged, blood dripping from its mandibles.

			Dalton sprayed the rest of his ammo into the creature’s face, if you could call it a face. The creature roared again as it went down, its leafy flesh already dissolving into a chartreuse sludge.

			Within sixty seconds, it stopped moving.

			“It’s weed killer,” Dalton said.

			He shoved the empty water pistol back into its holster and spoke into his comm unit. “Cadu? This is Dalton, calling in from Falcon Ranch.”

			His voice sounded calm. Too calm, which meant he was probably going into shock, or something just as horrible.

			“Yes?” came Cadu’s voice.

			“Send out as many people as you can with reinforced fencing. They’re using Falcon Ranch as a rest stop.” He scrunched his eyes shut, hating the truth of the matter. “The Greens are on the move.”
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			Chumley Fanshaw settled back on the divan in his room at Hotel Richport, the town’s poshest place of lodging, sipping on a glass of champagne he’d had room service bring up to him with his dinner. After he’d showered the desert grit out of his hair and off his skin, he’d slipped into his favorite silk dressing gown, which felt so much nicer than having a layer of sand plastered to his body.

			He really ought to have picked a different name to use here, since he was hiding. Call himself Bill, or Curtis, or Sanjay, or something. He still had time to come up with an alias, probably, but would he even remember to respond to it?

			He set down his glass and refocused his attention on the guidebook he’d purchased at the town’s small spaceport upon his arrival. For a guidebook about the whole planet, it didn’t say much. The number of human residents living on Molorthia Six numbered close to a hundred thousand, which amounted to the population of a small city on Pelstring Four, but it made sense, given that Molorthia Six had been colonized for only a century.

			The guidebook displayed a map of the planet’s nine cities—Richport, Paris, Pleasant Springs, Acropolis, Mount Olympus, Washington, New New Delhi, Cloud City, and Fred—and listed a few other notable sites, such as caverns, hot springs, and unique rock formations shaped like various aspects of the human anatomy. There was no unified government among the cities, which sprawled out across a thousand miles of equatorial desert; but there did seem to be two unofficial “provinces” imaginatively-named “East Desert” and “West Desert.”

			Richport, Paris, and Pleasant Springs were located in East Desert Province. Perhaps the other two towns would be more accepting of tanning beds, and if not, he could book a transport that would take him across the rocky sands to the other province.

			A person had to make a living somehow, especially when one was on the run and in need of funds.

			When Chumley grew bored of the guidebook, he lay it down on the table and moved toward the window, champagne glass in hand. 

			Chumley peered down at the quiet, unpaved street, adjusting his dressing gown to make sure he remained decent. A few solar-powered outdoor lights had flickered on in the past hour, and in their soft glow, he could see townsfolk making their way toward the pub where he’d first begun passing out business cards and brochures.

			He still couldn’t understand why they’d taken so unkindly to him, but he supposed it came with the territory. These people would be close-knit, and he was a stranger to them, which meant he’d just have to get to know them better and instill in them a sense of trust before he tried Round Two.

			While he continued to watch the ground, a tall, furtive shape down below him drifted from one shadow into another, and when Chumley tried to get a better look at it, it had gone.

			It had seemed too tall for a typical man, and moved in a manner most alien.

			He stared down at the remaining champagne in his glass, frowned, and swallowed the rest of it, then went to the room’s sideboard and poured himself another.

			Lying on the divan once more, Chumley’s tired brain continued to stew in an alcohol-induced haze. Molorthia Six . . . he’d learned about it in school like all the other kids as part of the required unit about colony worlds. The colony on Jeptune Three, for example, was scattered across a chain of fertile islands since that planet boasted no larger land masses. Killian Six’s colony had to build reinforced homes due to frequent, violent earthquakes.

			There had been something unique about Molorthia Six, too, but he couldn’t put a finger on it. Was it a vicious monsoon season? No, that was Orbus Prime. So maybe it was—

			A short-lived scream carried up from the ground floor, derailing his train of thought.

			Chumley sat up, blinking.

			Pounding footsteps followed another scream.

			He frowned. His flight from Pelstring Four to here had also contained one elderly Earth couple and a younger family with four small children, all of whom had checked into Hotel Richport as well. Were the children roughhousing down there?

			Now someone was yelling.

			Chumley wavered to his feet and walked in a sort of meandering arc to the door of his suite, then poked his head out into the hallway.

			The staircase lay several meters to his right. The man he recognized as the hotel manager stood at the top of the stairs holding an honest-to-god flamethrower like a tough guy in an old action movie.

			While Chumley watched, a ten-foot-tall walking plant strode up the staircase. The hotel manager let loose with a gush of flame that took the plant right in the chest.

			The chest?

			More walking plants appeared in its place, their long, jointed limbs reaching out toward the manager, who tried in vain to fire the flamethrower again, but it seemed to have jammed or run out of fuel, for it made a feeble clicking sound. 

			The plants stepped over their burning comrade, and the one in front plucked the manager right off his feet and bit into his neck with vampiric ferocity. Blood spurted across the floor, the walls, the ceiling, the potted ferns standing sentry on either side of the hallway, and even across Chumley’s own face.

			The champagne glass slid from Chumley’s hand and rolled across the carpet, and it took him too long to realize that the screaming he heard now came from his own mouth.
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			Dalton had retired early after drinking himself into a stupor following the morning’s jaunt to Falcon Ranch. He’d kept Doris company until two dozen villagers arrived with all the extra-tall fencing the hardware store had on hand. They’d spoken for a while, but he was so shaken by what he’d seen that he had no recollection now of the things he and Doris had said to each other.

			He hoped it hadn’t been something embarrassing. He had an image to keep.

			Dalton had just started to drift off into sleep when a faint whine from somewhere outside made his eyes snap open. Frowning, he rose and slid open his bedroom window to confirm what he already knew.

			The town’s sandstorm sirens were wailing like hell’s banshees. (Did hell have banshees? He felt too drunk to remember.) Scowling, he slid the window closed and latched it. Sandstorm season wasn’t due for another month, and though there was the occasional outlier, he had the hunch that the only reason they could possibly be going off now was if someone had set them off manually.

			The moment Dalton lay back down on his bed, his comm unit crackled to life. “Hey, Dalton? Are you awake?”

			It was Cadu. Dalton snatched the comm off his bedside table. “I’m awake,” he growled, anger masking his profound concern. “What the feck is going on out there?”

			“It’s the Greens again,” Cadu said. “I heard screaming outside, and once I knew what was going on, I rushed to the station and switched on the alarm. Carolyn is going door to door warning people to stay inside.”

			A wave of dizziness nearly sent Dalton sprawling as he hopped up and jammed his feet into his boots. Realizing it would be best to put on trousers before leaving the house, he kicked his boots back off, plucked that day’s outfit out of the laundry hamper, and dressed as quickly as inebriation would allow.

			Cadu was still saying something to him, but Dalton could hardly follow his words.

			“I’m coming,” he said, his voice slurring. “Hang tight.”

			He’d already reloaded his water pistol upon arriving home that afternoon. Giving it a superstitious pat, he clambered into his trench coat and fled the house on foot, wishing he’d brought the police quad home with him, although then he would have had to pull himself over for Driving While Intoxicated.

			The sky flickered off to the west, right over the downtown district, and the acrid smell of smoke wafted through the night air. Dalton realized he’d left his comm in his bedroom. Too late to go back and get it now.

			As he passed the post office, Dalton was nearly flattened by a small armada of land rovers packed full of fleeing people who evidently had not listened to Carolyn. Swearing, he got his bearings and rounded a corner onto Main Street, where the mighty Hotel Richport, which had stood strong for fifty years, was more ablaze than Methuselah’s birthday cake.

			Hotel Richport had not been constructed of adobe. Its painted, wooden walls had gone up like kindling. He could feel the heat from it even a block away.

			Screams filled the air in a bone-chilling chorus. Citizens dashed every which way, some of them with scorched clothing. Marsha Soderberg, Richport’s only firefighter, had hooked an extra-long garden hose to a tap in one of the buildings across the street from the burning hotel, and the weak spray of water hissed uselessly in the flames, like someone trying to tame an erupting volcano with a plant mister.

			Dalton didn’t see Greens anywhere. He saw only masses of distraught people, which made his scowl deepen.

			The sandstorm sirens continued their earsplitting wail. Cadu sidled up beside Dalton in the street, his face long.

			“What’s going on here?” Dalton demanded. “Where are the Greens?”

			“I don’t know.” Cadu swallowed and glanced up at the three-story hotel. “I only just got here from the station. Should I have turned the alarm off?”

			“Doesn’t matter. How did this fire start?”

			“I think someone inside the hotel must have tried to stop the Greens with a flamethrower, and it got out of hand.”

			Dalton continued to regard the burning building as the roof caved in. A few volunteers were dousing the neighboring adobe buildings with buckets of water to help prevent marauding flames from spreading next door.

			Since no Greens appeared to have survived the blaze, Dalton felt himself relax.

			But only a little.

			“Oh, it was simply awful.”

			Dalton’s ears perked at the sound of the salesman’s voice, and he turned to see Chumley Fanshaw speaking to a group of haggard onlookers, wearing a singed pink dressing gown and matching slippers. Droplets of blood had dried on his face, though it did not appear to be his own.

			“Excuse me,” Dalton said to Cadu, and strode toward the salesman.

			Chumley, detecting his approach, turned to regard him. “Sheriff!” he exclaimed. “Thank God you’re here!”

			Dalton didn’t smile—like there was anything he could do now that the hotel was turning into a pile of ash. “You were staying at this hotel?”

			“Yes.”

			“What happened?”

			Given the blood on Chumley’s face, Dalton suspected he knew the answer.

			“Plants,” Chumley croaked, red-eyed. “They came up the stairs like people. And they killed the manager right in front of me.”

			“How did you get away?”

			“I ran track in school.” Chumley appeared sheepish. “I’m such a coward. There could be people trapped in there, and I left them all to die.” He ran his hands over his face and kept them there. “Oh, God. I’ve never watched anybody die like that before.”

			Dalton felt a shred of pity for the man. There had been a time in his own life when he’d never seen anyone die before, and he missed that like amputees missed their limbs.

			“Is there anyone you can call?” Dalton asked. “Friends, family?”

			Chumley shook his head. “I don’t have anyone.” Then his eyes widened. “Oh, no.”

			“What?”

			“My things! I’ve got to get back up there!”

			He started toward the hotel as the second floor caved into the first floor. Dalton grabbed him by the arm before he could get any farther, and Chumley let out a surprised, strangled cry.

			“You’re not getting your things,” Dalton said.

			Chumley seemed not to comprehend him. “I mean, all my things were in there! All my cash—everything I owned!”

			“Are you insured?”

			Chumley gave him a look that said, are you kidding me? 

			“Surely you have a bank account,” Dalton said.

			“Not one I’d prefer to access at the moment. I keep all my cash with me. It doesn’t leave a paper trail.”

			Dalton arched an eyebrow. “In that case, I’d call your employer and see if they’ll pay you early. Unless you’re strictly on commissions.”

			Chumley let out a giggle tinged with hysteria. “There is no employer.”

			“Then where do the tanning beds come from?”

			The are you kidding me look returned to Chumley’s bloody face. “Did you see me lugging around a trailer full of tanning beds? I bet you didn’t, because there are no tanning beds.”

			Jigsaw pieces were beginning to assemble themselves inside Dalton’s weary head. “You’re a conman,” he said. It was more of an observation than an accusation. Dalton felt much too tired to arrest him.

			“Yes!” Chumley exclaimed so loudly that several people still gawping at the fire turned their heads. “So you’d better throw me in jail, because now I can’t even pay for a room!” He stuck his face in his hands.

			Maybe it was still the alcohol coursing through his system, maybe it was his deepening fatigue after a long, turbulent day, but Dalton didn’t have the energy to deal with the man anymore. He groped one hand into the inner pocket of his trench coat, withdrew his wallet, and sifted through it until he found a one-hundred-pound note, which he thrust into Chumley’s soot-stained hand.

			“Now I don’t know if this is just another con, or if you really did lose everything in that blaze,” Dalton said, “but either way, you can use this to book a room at Sands Inn over on Mission Street. It’s not as swanky as the Hotel Richport, but at least it still exists.”

			Chumley’s eyes widened. “How do I get there?”

			Dalton pointed at the next intersection to the west. “Turn left onto Mission Street. Sands Inn is on the left. You can’t miss it.”

			“Oh, thank you, thank you!” A wave of tears cascaded down the man’s cheeks, and he hurried off, dressing gown fluttering behind him.

			Dalton refocused his attention on the glowing remains of Hotel Richport, his stomach tightening.

			The Greens had invaded Doris Kelso’s ranch.

			The Greens had invaded the hotel.

			Why had they begun to move? Would none of his people be safe again?

			One thing he knew with a sickening certainty.

			This was far from over.

		


		
			Chapter 3

			Dalton’s body felt as though it had been cast from lead when he peeled himself off the top of his bed in the morning. What a dream he’d had! Greens attacking Doris’s animals, and even more of them slaughtering the good people of Hotel Richport? Must have been an aftereffect of seeing Debbie’s lunch.

			He glanced at the photo of Darneisha and the girls, showered, pulled on his clothing, and fried up some eggs for his morning meal, wolfing them down on the go since he’d overslept by half an hour.

			To his surprise, Cadu, Carolyn, and Carolyn’s personal aide, a small-framed androgyne named Errin Inglewood, were gathered in the police station meeting room when Dalton arrived.

			Coffee brewed in a pot in the corner. The smell of it made Dalton’s mouth water.

			“Morning.” Dalton plopped into a lopsided swivel chair and plunked his booted feet onto the edge of the table. “Are we talking about that smoke again?”

			Carolyn leveled an unimpressed gaze at him. “You’re the one who asked me and Errin to be here.”

			Dalton reached into one of his trench coat pockets and pulled out a wooden toothpick, which he stuck between his teeth. “I scheduled a meeting?”

			“You did.”

			“And?”

			“And,” Carolyn went on, her stare unwavering, “I don’t think it’s proper for you to be so damned lackadaisical when six people are dead.”

			Dalton bit down on the toothpick so hard, it splintered between his incisors. Very calmly, he removed the pieces and stuffed them back into his coat pocket. “These six people . . . ”

			“Were killed when the Greens attacked Hotel Richport last night. You saw the aftermath; you called me from the station after it happened. Don’t you remember?”

			Dalton’s eyes closed. He supposed that bad dreams had been too much to wish for.

			After a silent count of ten, he said, “What do we know about the . . . situation?”

			Errin cleared their throat. Today, the thirtyish, sandy-haired aide had dressed in a pale blue shirt and black slacks so free from dirt and grit that it had to be an optical illusion. “Of the six deceased,” they said, pale face drawn with lines of exhaustion, “three were from Earth, and three lived here in town.”

			“Who?” Dalton croaked, sitting up a little straighter and removing his feet from the table.

			Errin glanced down at the datapad in front of them. “Horace Kilburn, the hotel manager; Corvus Hightower, a front desk clerk; and Maria Beauregard, who stopped by the hotel to pick up a friend who’d been staying there. The offworlders were Larue Chancy, Krishanna Lopez, and Grainey Kirk, all visiting from Australia.” They cleared their throat and looked up at Dalton, as if silently entreating him to do something. “Seven more people from the hotel are being treated for burns and lacerations including my sister Jeanette, who works in the laundry room.” Their fair skin paled even further.

			“Is she going to be okay?” Dalton kept his tone neutral.

			“Most likely.” Errin’s expression didn’t change—ever the professional.

			Dalton forced himself to breathe deeply for a few seconds even though tension was squeezing his lungs flat. “Do we know why the Greens attacked the hotel?”

			“Eyewitnesses said the Greens went for the fountain in the lobby before they did anything else,” Errin said, eyes downcast. “They must have smelled the water from outside and stopped in for a sip before they went on a rampage. If the Rosa had been full, we might never have known they were coming this way.”

			“But what brought them into town in the first place?” Cadu asked, breaking his own contemplative silence. “What could we possibly have here that they don’t?”

			“Could be they’re at war with each other and the losers turned tail and ran,” Dalton mused, hoping it wasn’t true. “It’s not like we know anything about their society, or if they even have one.”

			“They seem to function on basic animal instinct,” Errin said. “They may have tools like sacks and canteens, but their primary focus seems to be on survival. And they eat meat.”

			Carolyn scooted her chair forward an inch or two. “I think this is connected to the smoke up north.”

			“Forest fire?” Cadu asked.

			“It’s possible. We’ll have to put a message out to any incoming shuttle pilots and ask if they see anything on their way down.”

			Errin tapped at their datapad and said, “We don’t have any shuttles due today.”

			Dalton banged a fist on the table. “We need to work faster than that! If we don’t—”

			There came a loud rapping on the frame of the open doorway leading out to the main part of the police station. Dalton swiveled his chair to see who’d had the gall to interrupt so important a discussion and nearly did a double-take when he saw it was Chumley, still in his scorched dressing gown and slippers, his gleaming black hair in disarray.

			“Erm, excuse me,” Chumley said, glancing from Dalton to Carolyn and then back again. “I wondered if I could speak to the sheriff.”

			Bags hung under Chumley’s eyes. At least he’d wiped the blood off his face.

			Dalton gave him a cool look. “About what?”

			“I don’t have anywhere to go!” Chumley wrang his hands together in front of him. “The front desk lady at the inn kicked me out this morning when I went down for breakfast and she recognized me from the town square.”

			Dalton shook his head. “You need charity, go beg it from one of the churches.”

			“But last night you gave me—”

			Dalton slammed his fist on the table again, unable to hide his wince at the pain lancing through his joints. “Forget about last night! Now get out of here so we can figure out how to stop the Greens from killing anyone else.”

			Chumley’s deep brown eyes welled with tears, and his mouth quivered as if he were a toddler who’d been forcibly removed from his favorite teddy bear. Without another word, he turned on his heel and padded out of the meeting room. Dalton could hear the door to the lobby click shut a moment later.

			Good riddance.

			Cadu, Carolyn, and Errin regarded him with arched eyebrows. Dalton removed one of the toothpick shards from his pocket and gnashed it hard. “Now, where was I?”

			“Dalton,” Errin said with evident hesitation, “there are eight thousand terrified citizens out there wondering when the next attack is going to happen. How are we going to protect them?”

			“We’ll establish a watch,” Dalton said.

			“Consisting of who?” Carolyn asked.

			“Whoever has the biggest flamethrowers. We can use boomstones, too—I saw some out near Lady Liberty that need to be picked up.”

			“Are these people going to be paid?”

			“That’s not for me to decide.”

			Carolyn sighed and gazed down at the tabletop in front of her with a sort of weary resignation. “I suppose we can organize shifts to patrol the outskirts of the city.”

			“I’ll start making calls as soon as we get back to the office,” Errin said as they stood. “Dalton, is there anything else you’ll need us to do?”

			“You might want to put in an order of extra flamethrowers and fuel.” Dalton patted his holster. “And weed killer.”
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			“Oh, why did I come to this stupid little planet?” Chumley sobbed as he rounded a corner onto yet another unfamiliar street. He was hopelessly lost in the grid of adobe dwellings, most of which resembled sand-colored boxes of varying heights; and every time he considered stopping and asking for directions, whichever townspeople he’d been about to approach wrinkled their noses and glared as if daring him to give it a try to see what happened.

			His stomach rumbled, and his mouth felt so parched, he could hardly swallow. If only he could get some water, he might be able to brainstorm his way out of this mess.

			But he was in a desert. Water wouldn’t likely be free, anywhere, and right now free was all he could afford.

			A wave of lightheadedness made Chumley stop in his tracks and put his hands on his knees to steady himself. He felt like a tiny plant trying to grow through a crack in the pavement on a summer day—withered and useless.

			If he still had his Cube, everything would be fine. But the Cube had been lost in the fire along with everything inside it, including his wardrobe, his childhood mementos, his minibar, and his refrigerator full of bottled Crystalline Ice, which would feel downright refreshing right now.

			The buildings on this street rose three or four floors, the upper levels of which boasted balconies festooned with laundry drying in the bright Molorthian sun. A woman pinning bras to a clothesline on one of the balconies scowled down at him and spat. It evaporated before it hit him.

			“Could . . . could I have a glass of water, please?” Chumley croaked, his voice a ghost of its usual self.

			A door above him slammed. He blinked, and the woman was gone.

			He forced himself onward, keeping an eye out for a church. Would churches around here offer free water? He hoped so, or there wouldn’t be a Chumley Fanshaw dying of thirst for much longer.

			The townspeople would probably love that. He’d been naïve to think the sheriff would help him again after last night. The man probably gave him the money to get him out of his hair.

			“Hey, mister.”

			Chumley turned. A boy of perhaps twelve stood in the street behind him, wearing a wide-brimmed hat that kept the sun out of his eyes.

			“Hello,” Chumley said, faintly, as the ground swayed.

			“You’re the salesman,” the boy said. His callused, weather-worn hands hung at his sides.

			“I’m Chumley Fanshaw.”

			“You sell things. We saw you in the town square.”

			“Levi, who’re you talkin’ to?” a man asked before Chumley could form a reply. Footsteps behind him made Chumley turn, putting his back to the boy. A man roughly Chumley’s age had planted his hands on his hips and was looking Chumley up and down, sneering at his ruined dressing gown.

			“I’m lost,” Chumley whispered. “Can you tell me how to get to a church?”

			The man cracked a malicious grin showing several missing teeth. “You were the one disturbing the peace.”

			“I was just trying to do my job.” Not that it was a real job, but this man didn’t need to know that.

			“You have anything to do with the Green attacks?”

			“What? No!” Chumley pulled his dressing gown tighter around himself, wishing it could protect him.

			“Awful funny, they attacked right after you showed up.” The man stepped closer to Chumley. “It’s like even the savages sniffed you out.”

			Chumley sensed his situation was about to deteriorate even further when another man and a woman appeared on the front step of the nearest dwelling, looking gleeful much in the way piranhas do when someone has thrown them a juicy steak. 

			He recognized them as a couple to whom he’d given his fraudulent tanning bed information.

			“We heard you survived the Green attack,” the woman said, folding her arms.

			“I run fast,” Chumley said.

			“Let’s see just how fast,” her partner said, and suddenly two men and little Levi were charging at him all at once, fists raised.

			Stars danced in Chumley’s eyes, and the next thing he knew, all he could taste was sand and blood.
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			Dalton had been working on his crossword puzzles again when Cadu stepped into his office, looking chagrined.

			Dalton slapped the book shut, his heart stuttering in a sudden panic. “Green attack?”

			“Um . . . no,” Cadu said. “There’s been a disturbance over on Wax Street. It’s your salesman friend again. He’s made some people unhappy.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Dalton rose and jammed on his Stetson. The last thing he needed was a mob to defuse.

			He marched past Cadu and hopped on one of the quads parked out back, then nearly hit Gwendolyn Goldfarb when she stepped out into the street in front of him just as he was gunning it up to full speed.

			Gwendolyn wore a fluorescent pink wide-brimmed hat that kept most of her wrinkled, nut-brown face in shade, and a matching kaftan that fluttered in the light wind. “Two broken halves make a whole,” she crooned as she hobbled toward the nail salon on the other side of the road.

			Dalton scowled and stomped his foot into the accelerator. The woman was going to get herself killed if she didn’t snap out of her daydreams and start paying attention to the world around her.

			It took him five minutes to reach Wax Street, which had accumulated a small crowd in the center of it like ants swarming a discarded bit of candy. Dalton disembarked from the quad and strutted toward the gathering, flashing his tarnished badge even though everyone in the city knew him.

			“Out of the way, out of the way,” he snapped. “Now what do we have here?”

			He noted that many of the twenty-odd people clustered in the center of the street looked a bit ruffled, as if they’d been engaged in some overexuberant physical activity shortly before his arrival. A few, like Bennett Smith and his son, Levi, looked a shade guilty.

			Dalton didn’t see Chumley. He must have been trying to keep a low profile to avoid imminent arrest.

			When no one was forthcoming in moving, Dalton shoved his way past the Smiths, the Wus, the Nguyens, and the Kaouds, who parted like a reluctant Red Sea. He was fully prepared to give an intense verbal berating to one Mr. Chumley Fanshaw, but he found his mouth hanging open in silent yet abject horror.

			Chumley lay crumpled and unmoving in the center of the dusty thoroughfare. His dressing gown was gone—mercifully he’d been wearing a pair of designer briefs underneath it, which were now ripped in several places. He appeared reasonably well-toned, yet his strength had not been able to save him. Both of his eyes were swollen shut, his nose appeared a bit more crooked than it had earlier, and blood had run from his nose, over his lips, and onto the dirt.

			Shit, shit, shit.

			Shaking, Dalton crouched down and put two fingers against the man’s neck, grateful when he felt a pulse.

			“Who did this?” he asked softly, without rising.

			At first, no one spoke. Levi Smith shuffled his feet, and Ramsey Wu became very interested in the time on his wristwatch.

			“I assume this man just beat himself all up,” Dalton said.

			The silence continued.

			Dalton drew himself to his full height and growled, “I can arrest the whole lot of you if nobody speaks up!”

			“We . . . we found him lying there,” said Bennett Smith. “He, uh, didn’t look too good.”

			Bennett had fresh blood on his knuckles. So did Benjy Kaoud and Ramsey Wu.

			Dalton strode right up to Bennett and seized him by the collar. “Did you, now.”

			Bennett let out a squeak that might have been words, or just a noise.

			“It’s a rough part of town,” Ramsey said, stepping in and turning his hat over in his hands. “He had it coming.”

			But Dalton knew who had it coming, and it wasn’t the poor bastard lying in the street. In one swift movement, Dalton brought a fist back and slammed it into Bennett’s insolent little face, sending the man crashing backward into the others.

			“You can’t do that!” Ramsey cried, rushing in to help his accomplice to his feet.

			“Can’t I?” Dalton held up a quivering finger and shook it. “If I find out you’ve done this to anyone else, ever again, I’m deporting you back to Earth without trial on the next shuttle. Is that clear?”

			A few heads nodded. Bennett, Ramsey, and Benjy shot him looks of pure loathing before drifting away, no doubt to plot further mayhem.

			Dalton gritted his teeth and crouched down beside Chumley once more. He had to get him out of here before the crowd decided they didn’t like sheriffs, either.

			When Dalton realized that some of the crowd remained like vultures waiting for a piece of the kill, he shouted, “Go home, or I’ll arrest every last one of you!”

			The stragglers glared at him and dispersed. Dalton refocused his attention on Chumley, whose chest rose and fell with shallow breaths.

			“Hey,” Dalton said in a low voice.

			Chumley groaned, but his eyes didn’t open.

			“Mr. Fanshaw—Chumley—I need you to wake up.”

			“Mmmwake,” Chumley said. He remained still.

			“You’ll need to come with me.”

			Silence.

			“Mr. Fanshaw?”

			Belatedly, Dalton recalled Chumley mentioning that he’d been driven from the inn when he went down to get his breakfast. Perhaps he hadn’t had the chance to eat any before his eviction.

			Perhaps he’d had nothing to drink, either.

			Dalton patted his trench coat pockets and found his emergency flask. It had been a few days since he’d put anything fresh in it, but the stale liquid would have to do.

			He shook the flask, then said, “Mr. Fanshaw, I have some water here. You’ll need to sit up to drink it.”

			Chumley’s swollen eyes fluttered open, unfocused. Dalton held out a hand and helped him into sitting position, then handed him the flask. “Drink all of it,” he said. “When we get to my place, you can have more.”

			The words slipped from his mouth before he could think. Chumley admitted to being a conman. He would probably rob Dalton
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