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“You doubt our abilities?” Lady Tell asked.

“Can’t speak to that one way or the other,” 

Hitch said. “But there’s something I don’t get. 

How did you build all the robot knights I saw 

downstairs? Especially when the Sky Marshals 

were keeping watch?”

“I believe I can answer that.” Mayor Wilder 

stepped out of the shadows. “The Rivins have a 

friend on Alterra.”  

Come out, come out,” the bald Rivin called to 

Dale in a singsong voice. “You don’t want us 

to blow open the hatch, now, do you?”

Dale’s mind raced. She was scared. Really 

scared.

“What do you want from me?” she called out.

chapter 9
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“From you? Nothing at all,” the Rivin called 

back. “You’re free to go. We want your ship.”

Hitch was right. They wanted the ship. Did 

they plan to use it to escape from Tensor-4? 

Or was it for something worse? If Leonard had 

brought them the Trinity, there was no telling 

what kind of mayhem they could spread across 

Tensor-4 with a flying ship.

No, they couldn’t get the ship. It would be 

better if it was destroyed.

And Dale knew how.

“Okay!” Dale called. “I’m coming out.”

She had to work fast. If the Rivins suspected 

that something wasn’t right, they might blow up 

the ship. “Just getting my gear together,” Dale 

yelled.

Dale had no gear. But she had a checklist in 

her head. She’d memorized it at the Sky Marshal 

Academy. All deputies were taught to be pre-

pared for situations like this one. It was a drastic 

move, but Dale saw no other way. She stood over 

the cockpit controls and entered a series of special 

commands.

“We’re waiting!” the Rivin called out.

Her fingers flew over the control console, 

inputting the commands in what she hoped 

was the exact right order because she wouldn’t 

be getting a second chance. There were twenty 

commands in all. When she reached the final 

one, she held her breath and threw the last toggle 

switch.

Instantly, every light on the cockpit panel 

flashed red.

“Yes!” Dale pumped her fist in victory.

She’d done it. The ship was disabled. Forever. 

No command could make it ever fly again. From 
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that moment on, the ship was about as useful as 

a garbage dumpster.

“Time’s up!” The Rivin was losing his patience.

“Okay, I’m coming out!” Dale ran to the far 

side of the ship, where her flight cycle, LuluBelle, 

sat. She jumped into the saddle and powered up. 

LuluBelle rose a few inches off the deck. Dale 

punched a command into her wristband com-

puter, and the ship’s hatch door began to rise.

She gunned LuluBelle’s engine and sped for-

ward. The door had barely risen halfway, but 

Dale couldn’t wait for it to open all the way. 

Those last few seconds could mean the differ-

ence between getting caught and escaping. Dale 

ducked her head. Her shoulder grazed the bot-

tom of the rising door, nearly knocking her off 

LuluBelle. She flew through the opening with 

barely an inch to spare overhead.

Dale shot away from the ship, past the group 

of surprised Rivins, and into the night.

 

At the castle, Mayor Wilder strolled up to Hitch 

with his hands in his pockets and a smile on his 

face.

“I got to hand it to you, Hitchcock.” He shook 

his head with dismay. “I didn’t kick you off this 

case because you couldn’t track down Leonard. I 

wanted you gone because I thought you would. 

And sure enough, here you are.”

“Pa!” the Kid cried. “Stop calling me Leonard!”

“Sorry, son. I meant to say, Sir Camarillo.”

“That’s better.” The Kid gave him a big,  

satisfied grin.

It was clear to Hitch that Leonard was used to 

getting his way, even from his tough father.

“Let me get this straight,” Hitch said to the 
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mayor. “You’re friends with these here Rivins?”

“More than just friends,” he replied. “I guess 

you could call us partners.”

“But why?” Hitch asked.

“I’m tired, Hitchcock. Tired of floating 

around in that space station, riding herd over a 

bunch of do-gooders like you who do nothing 

but solve problems for the people of Tensor-4, 

and they don’t even appreciate it. I want a piece 

of the action down here for myself.”

“Me too,” the Kid said. “It’s boring up on 

Alterra.”

“So you joined up with a bunch of despera-

dos?” Hitch asked.

“I wouldn’t say that. I’m the one who brought 

the rebels here. I saw a chance to use their power 

to claim a piece of Tensor-4 for myself and my 

boy.” He put his arm around Leonard’s shoulder.

“That explains a lot,” Hitch said. “I suppose 

you gave ’em everything they needed to build all 

those robots.”

The mayor raised both of his hands, palms up, 

and said, “Guilty.”

The pieces were falling together and Hitch 

didn’t like how the puzzle was turning out.

“It took ’em a while, but we’re just about ready 

to get started,” the mayor said.

“Doing what?” Hitch asked.

Lady Tell stepped forward. “First we’ll attack 

and conquer the small clans close to us. Then 

we’ll march across Tensor-4, eating up colonies 

one by one to create a single, massive kingdom.”

“With Lady Tell as their queen,” the mayor 

added.

“And I’ll get to be boss of my own town,” the 

Kid said. “Maybe two towns!”
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“What about you?” Hitch asked the mayor. 

“What do you get?”

Wilder smiled broadly. “I’ll rule alongside 

Lady Tell. We’ll be partners.”

“And the peaceful people in all the colonies 

have no say in it?” Hitch said.

“Not unless they want to be crushed by the 

Rivin army,” Lady Tell answered.

Hitch let it all sink in. “What kind of father 

gets his kid involved in such a nasty plan?”

The mayor and Leonard both burst out  

laughing.

“I did nothing of the sort,” the mayor said.

“It wasn’t Pa’s idea at all. I came up with the 

whole thing!” the Kid said with a proud smile.

“It’s true,” the mayor added. “He’s the one who 

thought to bring the Rivins here. It was his idea 

to help ’em build an army to conquer Tensor-4. 

He’s the one who tracked down the pieces of the 

Trinity. This all came from him.”

“Makes me kind of sad,” Hitch said. “You may 

not have done anything to turn the kid mean, 

but you sure didn’t do much to stop it from hap-

pening, either.”

“And that’s just fine by me because one day, 

I’ll be king of Tensor-4,” the Kid said.

“I think the people of Tensor-4 might have a 

little something to say about that,” Hitch said 

defiantly.

“Then you don’t understand the power of the 

Trinity.” Lady Tell turned and strode back across 

the courtyard, headed for her throne.

“She means business,” the Kid said with a 

chuckle. “You’re gonna wish that spider got to 

you first.”

Hitch threw a quick glance to the quiet spider, 
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hoping it would stay quiet. Then he watched 

Lady Tell.

Next to her throne sat a glass tank the size of 

a refrigerator filled with red liquid. Thick cables 

ran from the bottom of the clear tank to three tall 

metal towers. On top of each tower was a metal 

propeller. Lady Tell reached into a small wooden 

box and pulled out the rough Tell Diamond from 

Rivin, the silver ore from the town of Silver Spur, 

and the gold nugget from Gilroy’s mine.

The Trinity.

“The robots are just piles of gears and springs 

without power,” the Kid explained. “That’s what 

the Trinity gives ’em. Power.”

Lady Tell placed the diamond, silver, and gold 

on pedestals on top of the clear tank. A glass 

dome lowered over them. She flipped a switch 

and a flame ignited beneath. Quickly, the water 

in the tank heated up and began to boil. Dark 

red steam rose into the glass dome that held the 

three elements. Within moments, thick red steam 

filled the dome so completely that the elements 

couldn’t be seen.

“You’re about to witness something quite spec-

tacular,” Lady Tell told Hitch.

She flipped another switch, and a white laser 

beam cut through the red steam. It hit the dia-

mond, lighting it up so brightly that Hitch had 

to squint. The glowing gem floated in the sea of 

red, growing brighter by the second.

A moment later, the laser light passed through 

the diamond and split in two, sending out two 

red lasers, which hit the gold and the silver,  

making both chunks of metal glow nearly as 

bright as the diamond.

Lady Tell gazed at the glowing metals with 
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pride. “Light that passes through the Tell Dia-

mond energizes the two metals and stitches them 

together to create something wonderful.”

The metal propellers on the top of the three 

towers began to spin, powered by the Trinity’s 

magical energy. The blades picked up speed, spin-

ning faster and faster. Each gave off a steady hum. 

At that exact moment, millions of tiny white 

lights sparked to life, turning night into day. The 

castle lit up like an amusement park attraction.

“This is the power of the Trinity.” Lady Tell 

turned to the Kid. “Thank you. The metals you 

brought me are pure and perfect.”

“It’s a right impressive trick,” Hitch said. “But 

I’m not seeing the point.”

Lady Tell laughed. “Oh, you will.”

A robot knight standing silently in the shad-

ows suddenly jolted to life. Light glowed from 

the seams in its armor. The knight lifted its spear 

and held it point out, ready for battle.

“The energy created by the Trinity travels 

through the air in waves,” Lady Tell said. “The 

power it carries is limitless.”

Hitch’s mouth went dry. He tried to swallow 

but couldn’t. “So all those knights I passed down 

below…?”

“They’re about to wake up,” Lady Tell replied.

Deep down in the halls of the castle, the 

dozens of knights that had been standing shoul-

der-to-shoulder tensed up as the invisible wave of 

energy hit them. The glow from the power of the 

Trinity seeped out of every seam in their armor, 

giving them an eerie radiance. They moved their 

arms forward and back as if trying out their new-

found abilities. Each had a spear. Each was ready 

to use it.
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The Rivins’ army had come to life.

And the spider had powered back up. It’s eyes 

flashed red as the wave of energy from the whirl-

ing towers washed over it. Once again, it was on 

the move—toward Hitch.

“Cut me loose, Leonard,” Hitch said. “You 

ain’t a killer.”

“Don’t listen to him,” the mayor scolded. 

“This is all part of the plan.”

The Kid watched the spider inch ever closer to 

Hitch. Its powerful pincers were open, ready to 

clamp down on its helpless victim.

For the first time, the Kid looked unsure. “I 

think maybe we scared him enough,” he told 

Lady Tell. “You can call off your spider.”

“Why would you say that? This man has been 

hunting you down. Wouldn’t you like to see him 

snapped in two?”

“Uh, not really,” he said. “I just wanted to 

scare him a little. I don’t want him getting hurt.”

Lady Tell laughed. “What do you think is 

going to happen once we attack the colonies? This 

isn’t a game. People will get hurt. Some will die.”

The Kid turned to his father. “You said every-

body’d fall into line, once they saw they didn’t 

have a chance.”

“I’m sure some will,” he said with a shrug. 

“But not all. This is war, son.”

“I…I’m not so sure that’s a good thing,” the 

Kid said.

“Leonard!” Hitch yelled. “I mean, Camarillo. 

Be brave. Do the right thing. Stop this.”

The Kid backed away from Hitch. He truly 

didn’t know what to do.

A steady thump, thump, thump echoed around 

them.
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“What’s that sound?” the Kid asked.

“My army is making its way here,” Lady Tell 

said.

The pounding footsteps of the marching 

knights grew louder as their metal feet hammered 

against the stone stairs, climbing ever closer.

“You should feel honored, Hitchcock,” Mayor 

Wilder called. “You’re about to go down in his-

tory as the first victim of the new order.”

“Lucky me.” Hitch’s eyes never left the mon-

ster spider.

“That’s not entirely true,” Lady Tell said. “He 

won’t be the first victim.”

A glowing knight suddenly appeared and 

lunged forward, pointing his spear directly at the 

mayor’s chest.

“Whoa, now!” the mayor exclaimed. “What’s 

all this?”

“It’s the end of your story,” Lady Tell said. “I 

want to thank you and Leonard for all you did 

for us. Now that we have the Trinity, we won’t be 

needing you any longer.”

“No! No!” The mayor shook his head angrily. 

“That wasn’t our deal. We’re partners. I’m going 

to be king!”

“Well…I think not,” Lady Tell said. “I prefer 

to work alone.”

“But you owe everything to me!” The mayor’s 

face turned dark red with rage.

“I suppose we do,” Lady Tell said. “Unfortu-

nately there’s one thing you didn’t understand. 

You can never trust a villain.”

She nodded to the knight, who thrust his 

spear at the mayor. The mayor dodged out of the 

way, then tripped and landed on his butt.

The Kid reached down and quickly helped 
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his father to his feet as the knight advanced. The 

Kid and the mayor backed away until they hit a 

stone wall.

Trapped.

“Do something, Pa,” he cried.

“Lady Tell! Stop this!” the mayor shouted.

She didn’t.

Hitch desperately tried to break free of the 

web. The spider had wrapped its enormous pin-

cers around his waist. Hitch sucked in his breath, 

ready for the worst.

“Eeee-haa!”

All eyes shot skyward as LuluBelle swooped 

over the wall with Dale in the saddle.

“Doggit!” Hitch cried with relief.

With one hand on the handlebars, Dale 

used the other to unfurl her special-issue Sky  

Marshal laser lasso. She swept the flight cycle 

down low and, like a rodeo cowboy roping a steer, 

she flung the crackling laser lasso. A lariat of light 

glowed brilliantly against the night sky. The lasso  

snagged the top of the spiderweb. Dale quickly 

tied the other end to the horn of her saddle, then 

gunned the powerful engine. The web ripped 

away from the castle walls and dangled from the 

end of her glowing lasso. Dale dragged it toward 

the sky with Hitch still stuck to it. The spider, 

now hanging below Hitch, was along for the  

ride as well.

Mayor Wilder grabbed his son and pulled him 

away from the knight. They ran through the 

archway that led inside the castle, but dozens of 

glowing knights blocked their escape. They had 

no choice but to run back into the courtyard.

Dangling high above the ground, the spider 

wouldn’t give up. It climbed toward Hitch with 
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its pincers snapping. Hitch yanked one leg free 

from the sticky web and kicked frantically at the 

mechanical beast.

“I’ll bash it against the tower!” Dale called 

down to Hitch. “Hang on!”

“Just don’t go bashing me!” Hitch called back.

Dale flew past one of the pointed spires  

of the castle. Her aim was perfect. The spider  

smashed into the tower and let out a horrify-

ing screech. Its pincers cut wildly, slicing up the 

web. The spider ripped away from the sticky web 

and fell…

But so did Hitch.

Thinking fast, he grabbed the pickax from his 

belt, spun around, and snagged the ropelike web 

with the pick just before he dropped below its 

lowest point.

The spider plummeted to the ground, doomed. 

With one last screech, it smashed to bits on the 

courtyard’s stone floor.

A second more and Hitch would have met the 

same fate. He dangled from the shredded web, 

hanging on by only the small curved blade of 

the ax.

“Fly me down!” Hitch called out.

Dale quickly flew LuluBelle down until Hitch 

was only a few feet from the ground. He yanked 

the pickax free from the web and fell the last few 

feet to land safely and ready to fight.

Lady Tell leaped off her throne. Things were 

no longer going as she’d planned.

“Stop him!” she screamed.

The knight charged for Hitch with its spear 

ready.

Hitch used the pickax to defend himself, 

knocking the spear away again and again as the 
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knight attacked relentlessly.

“Look!” Leonard shouted, pointing to the 

archway.

The army of glowing knights had arrived. In 

moments, they’d completely outnumber the Sky 

Marshals.

“There’s a whole mess of these guys coming 

out!” Hitch called up to Dale.

“I’m on it!” Dale called back.

She flew down. The sticky spiderweb and the 

laser lasso still dangled below LuluBelle. As soon 

as the first knights marched into the courtyard, 

Dale dragged the web over them, tangling them 

up. Then she wrapped the laser lasso around 

them. More knights kept coming, mindlessly 

pushing from behind. Soon the knights were 

jumbled up in a sticky mess of arms, legs, laser 

lasso, spears, and web.

Dale had choked off their access to the court-

yard!

But her flight cycle was still attached to the 

web by the laser lasso. She frantically tried to 

unhitch it from the handlebars, but it was pulled 

too tight. If she didn’t land soon, she’d crash!

Hitch battled, but he was no match for the 

robot knight. Mechanical men didn’t grow tired, 

and Hitch was losing strength, fast. With a final 

sweep of its spear, the knight knocked the pickax 

from Hitch’s grasp. The tool flew across the 

courtyard and clattered to the stone floor, out of 

Hitch’s reach.

Back inside the castle, the knights that weren’t 

caught in the web backed off and circled around, 

heading for the side entrances to the courtyard.

The knight attacking Hitch pressed his spear 

directly against his chest.
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“I didn’t want it to be like this, Hitch,” the 

Kid called from the corner where he was huddled 

with his father.

Hitch’s back hit a stone column. Dead end.

Lady Tell walked up behind the knight. 

“Seems the mayor was right. You will be my first 

victim after all.”

“Don’t count on that!” Dale now stood in the 

center of the courtyard, holding the pickax.

“Break the glass!” Hitch called to her. “It’s 

their power!”

“Stop her!” Lady Tell screamed at the knight.

The knight left Hitch and ran after Dale, its 

metal feet clanking across the stone floor.

All around them, the rest of the robot knights 

swarmed into the courtyard.

Dale sprinted for the device that was pumping 

out their energy.

“Eeee-haa!” she screamed as she flung the 

pickax.

The blade spun through the air and hit the glass 

dome, shattering it. The red steam pent up inside 

rose into the air and floated away. The chunks 

of glowing gold and silver were knocked off their 

pedestals and away from the laser light and the 

Tell Diamond that had activated the Trinity.

The link was broken.

The propellers stopped spinning…

And the glow from each of the robot knights 

dimmed as they lost power and froze in place.

Dale turned around and saw a dozen spears 

all aimed at her…spears that would never be 

thrown.

“Hoo-wee!” She took off her hat and wiped the 

sweat from her forehead. “That was a little bit 

more excitement than I was hoping for.”
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All was strangely quiet.

“Is it over?” The Kid tentatively walked from 

the corner where he and his father were hiding. 

Mayor Wilder pushed past him to confront Lady 

Tell.

“You’ve made a very big mistake,” he snarled. 

“I don’t take kindly to being double-crossed.”

Lady Tell laughed.

Dale and Hitch looked at each other with con-

fusion.

“I’m not exactly sure why you think this is so 

funny,” Hitch said to Lady Tell.

“It’s funny because you think I’ve been 

defeated.”

“Sure looks that way to me,” Dale said. “Am I 

missing something?”

“You’re missing the fact that there are only 

four of you.”

“Yeah, and only one of you,” Dale said.

“Not exactly.”

At that moment, a dozen black-clad, bald 

Rivin rebels rappelled into the courtyard from 

the tops of the walls that surrounded it. In sec-

onds, they hit the ground and formed a protective 

barrier around Lady Tell.

“We will repair the Trinity machine,” Lady 

Tell said. “We still have the elements. My army 

will be marching by morning.”

“Except you all won’t be here to fire the Trin-

ity up again,” Dale said.

“They won’t?” Hitch asked.

“Afraid not,” Dale said. “Those bald boys tried 

to take over the ship. So I shut it down. It’ll never 

fly again.”

“You froze it?” Hitch asked, stunned.

“I did,” Dale replied.
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Hitch’s eyes went wide with surprise. He 

looked at Dale as if seeing her for the first time. 

Actually seeing her. He let out a genuine, joyous 

laugh.

Dale joined him and the two stood there, 

laughing like silly kids.

“I fail to see the humor,” Lady Tell said. “We 

don’t need your ship.”

“No,” Hitch said, catching his breath. “But 

when you go through the process of freezing a 

ship, it not only shuts it down, it automatically 

sends a distress signal back to Sky Marshal head-

quarters.”

“Yup, it sure does,” Dale said.

“That signal tells ’em something ain’t right,” 

Hitch said. “Tell her what that means, Deputy.”

“Well, it means they come runnin’ to find out 

what the problem is,” Dale said. “So while you 

see only four of us, I see a whole squad of Sky 

Marshals headed our way.”

She pointed to the sky. Three flying ships hov-

ered directly over the castle, like vultures ready 

to pounce.

“So to answer your question, Leonard,” Dale 

said, “yeah, it’s over.”

“Well done, Dale,” Hitch said.

“Thank you, Hitch.” Dale walked over to 

Leonard and snapped handcuffs around his 

wrists. “The thief has now been tracked and cap-

tured. Let’s bring him in.”

“Let’s bring ’em all in,” said Hitch.




