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About Planetary Parlay

Into the Heartland of the Enemy


Danny and her allies risk travelling to the home world of the slavers, in an attempt to divert a war that experts all say is inevitable.

Terran Parlay is the third book in the Iron Hammer space opera science fiction series by award-winning SF author Cameron Cooper. The Iron Hammer series is a spin off from the acclaimed Imperial Hammer series, and features many of the characters and situations from that series.

The Iron Hammer series:
1.0: Galactic Thunder
2.0: Stellar Storm
3.0: Planetary Parlay
4.0: Waxing War
5.0: Ruled Out
6.0: Stranger Stars
7.0: Federal Force
8.0: Redline Rebels
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Praise for Planetary Parlay:

I could not put it down. I honestly thought, this is it, it is the end, there is no way out....

The plot is complex and completely unpredictable, the way I like it. I loved it!!

The writing is vivid. I love the world building. This is why I love space opera. I am a die-hard fan of this author.

This book added much more depth and nuance to the conflict between the two groups and had some very interesting implications for what is coming.

This series just keeps getting better and better.

The world-building here is absolutely phenomenal.

It’s like you are there. Detailed, imaginative and highly entertaining.

Cooper's amazing writing and world building will keep you right there with Danny as she stands ready to fight in the right side of humanity.
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The ten-minute warning pulled me out of a sleep I wasn’t aware I’d fallen into. Or it might have been Dalton’s chest lurching out from beneath me as he shook himself awake. I heard a pad hit the floor as I propped myself up and tried to get my eyes to focus.

“Ten minutes before emergence,” the concierge panel repeated. “Ten minutes, everyone.” It wasn’t Lyssa’s voice. Lately, she had adopted an indeterminate gender voice for ship systems.

I hauled myself to the side of the bed with a groan. I was still dressed. So was Dalton. We’d propped ourselves up against the head of the bed to read, both convinced we’d never sleep.

Dalton rolled his eyes at me. “Don’t pretend you’re not excited.” He adjusted his clothes and ran his fingers through his hair.

“You couldn’t at least comb it?” I said.

“There’s time to get all formal,” Dalton said. “When we step off the Lythion onto Terra itself, I promise I’ll be cleaned up and slicked down.”

He had a point. I turned away from the concierge panel, where I’d called up a mirror, twisted up my hair into a knot on the back of my head, and secured it. Good enough for now. I wanted to get to the bridge.

“In a hurry, are we?” Dalton called after me as I strode to the door, which slid aside for me.

I threw him a dirty look. “You said not to pretend I’m not excited. I wanna see it.”

I let the door close behind me and headed toward the ramp up onto the bridge of the Lythion. I wasn’t the first heading in that direction, either.

We had a full ship—twenty people, not counting me or Lyssa. Lyssa didn’t need accommodations, and Dalton and I were sharing the same tiny room. So were Van Veen and Marlow and the other couples among us, but we were still squeezed for space. We were all bunched up in smaller than usual staterooms and I don’t think any of us bothered with tailoring them to an environment that suited us, despite the thirteen days the jump to Terra had lasted.

The common-area-surrounded-by-rooms plan that we had used for the raid upon Hegara had been modified. Six others were crossing the common area, which was still set up for tables and chairs, including Sauli and Marlow.

And Keskemeti.

I gritted my teeth when I saw his mousy features. I had been gritting my teeth for two weeks, every time I saw him on my ship.

But Terra beckoned. I turned and tramped up the ramp into the familiar bridge area and could feel something relax in my middle as I glanced at the banks of servers, the inertia shells and the dashboards in front of most of them. The dark metallic floor and the low ceiling.

It was ugly, but it was home.

Lyssa’s avatar stood by the captain’s shell as usual, staring ahead at nothing. The blinds were down over the observation windows, so we didn’t have to look at the nausea inducing purple and blue flashing of the interior of the wormhole.

More tramping on the ramp up to the bridge. I turned to face Sauli, Marlow and Keskemeti as I moved around my shell. “If you don’t have an official role on the bridge, you need to go away. We can’t afford to trip over tourists up here.”

Marlow tilted his head at me. “We want to see it, too, Danny.”

My gut crimped a little. Marlow had been stuck in an impossible position, between me and Jai. He had been incredibly patient with both of us, and there was no frustration in his voice now.

Even more people were streaming onto the bridge, now, and bunching up behind the front three. Dalton squeezed through and went over to the weapons dashboard.

“Three minutes,” Lyssa said, not looking behind her.

I looked at Marlow, but I was really speaking to Keskemeti, damn his weaselly sub-human hide. “Lyssa will put up a big screen in the common area. You can watch from there.”

“I want to see it with my own eyes, not on a screen,” Sauli said. “I can look at Terra on a screen any time I want.”

He had a point.

Vara and Hero pushed between people’s knees. I pointed to the bulkhead where the parawolves could park themselves and not be in the way.

Sauli gestured to the others. “By the wall. We won’t trip anyone up there. Come on.”

Vexed, I watched as everyone arranged themselves around the back walls of the bridge and along the sides. They squeezed in one by one. One of the last was Jai Van Veen, who didn’t look at me directly as he moved over to where Marlow was standing at the back. Juliyana beside Lyth.  Sauli with Kristiana. The shorter people, including the gorgeous Elizabeth Crnčević, stood in front of them. Gratia Rosalie, who was the tallest of any of us, stood beside Jai, her arms crossed.

I turned back to my shell, and saw Dalton was staring at me with his direct, motionless gaze which said he was silently warning me. I understood the stare this time. Let them watch.

I put my back to the inertia couch and took a deep breath.

“How long, Lyssa?” I asked, as the rest of the occupants on the Lythion, including three more parawolves, all eased onto the bridge, looking for a vantage point.

“Seventy-eight seconds.”

The tension on the bridge increased. The murmurs and whispers stopped.

“Sixty,” Lyssa said.

I couldn’t hear the parawolves panting, either. Just the odd clicking of the servers as Lyssa worked.

“Thirty.”

I sucked in a breath and turned my gaze to the shutters over the windows. “Drop the shutters the moment we emerge, Lyssa.”

“Of course.” Her tone wasn’t dry. She was too busy to ape human emotions right now.

“And…now,” she added.

There was a slight shudder as the crescent arms, which had spent all the time we were in the hole tucked beneath the ship, now swung up over the front. I saw the twin arms swipe across the windows from bottom to top, almost as though they were wiping away the wormhole.

Starfield took its place.

And there, hanging before us, almost perfectly framed by the observation window, was Terra. Blue and white, with touches of ochre, and wisps of cloud across the near circular face. We’d arrived on the noon side.

Off to one side was the much smaller moon.

I gazed at Terra as it turned, tracing the shapes of the continents and oceans with my gaze. Naming them—which I could do now after three months of orientation study more intense than any I’d ever gone through, including Ranger officer training. Austrealand was enjoying their summer right now and the blue ocean to the west of them was…yes, the Indigeny Sea.

Silence gripped the bridge as we all stared at Terra. Earth. We were the first Carinads to ever see the world from where all humanity had sprung.

“I dunno,” Eliot Byrne said, his tone judicious. “I think Hegara is prettier.”

“No, it isn’t,” I said quickly. Firmly.

“Nothing is prettier than that,” Marlee Colton added. “Not even…” She trailed off. “Wow,” she finally added.

Yep. I agreed one hundred percent.
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Lyssa was the first one to stir and get back to business. “I’m receiving a digital data stream, Colonel,” she told me.

“The mathematical text?” I asked.

She nodded. “The same notations I used to surrender to the mother ship. They’re asking if we can receive low band radio waves.”

“Not their high frequency military band, then,” Lyth observed.

“Not even close,” Lyssa told her brother. “About as far away from that as is possible.”

“They don’t want us to trip over their secure channels,” Dalton said.

“Go ahead, open the radio receiver,” I told Lyssa. “We’re here to talk, after all.”

We were drawing closer to Terra with every second. The top and bottom edges were disappearing as the ball grew too large to be seen through the windows all at once.

I regretted that we couldn’t linger out here and just…watch, for a while.

“Ship approaching,” Lyssa added. Then, “It’s a mothership.”

I glanced at Dalton.

“Weapons poised,” he assured me.

“We’re not going to shoot them down, right?” Jai asked from the back of the bridge.

I didn’t look back at him. “I’m just being cautious, Van Veen. It’s too late to cry foul play when we’re sucking vacuum because they’ve put a fireball through our middle.” I had intended to be polite, but my tone came out strained.

I made myself drop it and focus on more critical matters. “Lyssa?”

“They’re asking to speak to our…leader. Shall I put it speaker?”

I bent around the back of my shell. “You’re up, Van Veen.”

His expression was neutral as he moved over to the sound pickup Lyssa was pointing to on the far corner of my dashboard.

Behind him, I could see Peter Kole grimace. She was the administrator of Triga, and a politician from the bones out. She and Gratia Rosalie, who was the Mayor of Zillah’s World and a chum of Marlow’s, plus Arati Georgeson, the Mayor of Blinni, were all aboard as representatives of the Carinad worlds. Sauli’s wife, Kristiana Saito, was also aboard in her multiple roles as head of the Spacing Guild, and the default leader of Darius City. All of them and a hundred other Carina worlds had spent three months arguing who should get a coveted place aboard the Lythion. These three—Gratia, Peter and Arati—had been drawn out of a hat. Kristiana had squeezed aboard because I’d insisted she come as part of my crew.

But because no one could agree on who should speak for all the Carina worlds, Jai Van Veen, who represented none of them, had been chosen.

“Speak into that,” Lyssa told Jai, pointing to the pickup.

He nodded.

“Go ahead,” Lyssa added.

Jai cleared his throat. “This is Colonel Van Veen speaking. We are expected at the Parliamentary Palace, at the invitation of the Terran Assembly. May we proceed?” Then he glanced at Lyssa.

She spoke a phrase that seemed much longer, using the Terran dialect that Ven had assured us was used upon Earth. It was the one he knew best, as he had been a slave on Earth.

The radio band crackled noisily, picking up the sound of nearby stars. Then a voice came through, clear and strong. “Proceed, please. Establish orbit at edge of exosphere…do you understand?” The probably-female voice had an accent. I wasn’t used to listening to accents and had to focus to understand what they were saying.

“At the top of the atmosphere,” Lyth murmured, behind me.

“No pause for interpretation,” Elizabeth Crnčević pointed out. “They’ve learned Common well enough to be fluent.”

“We will follow your suggestions,” Jai said. Lyssa repeated it in Terran.

More crackling. Through the windows, I saw the mothership draw even closer, blocking the view of Terra behind it. The bland nose curve of the ship with its columns of what I assumed were vent holes that always made me think of multiple nostrils seemed to be leaning over us. The sight of it made me want to lean back, away from its approach. My heart picked up speed.

I heard the clearing of throats and indrawn breaths and knew I wasn’t the only one suddenly feeling claustrophobic.

Jai Van Veen looked over his shoulder at everyone lining the back of the bridge. “We’re here to negotiate peace. They asked us to come. They know how to reach us in our section of the galaxy, so why a ruse to bring us here? Think people.”

“Logic does not soothe emotions,” Elizabeth Crnčević said. “The Terrans have only ever been hostile, Colonel. But we will adapt.”

“Is the mothership blocking us, Lyssa? Or escorting us?” Jai asked,

“It is maintaining the current distance,” Lyssa said.

“Proceed to the upper atmosphere as requested,” I told her.

“Proceeding.”

I watched the nose of the mothership carefully, to see if it backed off as we moved forward. Lyssa dipped the Lythion downward, heading for the atmosphere. I held my breath as we slid past the mothership.

Nothing happened except we were greeted with a close-up view of Terra and my breath was stolen all over again.

I think we all stared, mesmerized, while Lyssa moved the ship into the requested position. From this close, Terra’s curve disappeared. We were looking at the real life version of the flat maps we had studied for weeks. I could see the many archipelagos of Chindasia surrounded by blue sea. Quite a few islands had smoke plumes from active volcanoes.

“Orbit established, Captain,” Lyssa told me.

Jai tapped the pickup. “Is this still live?”

A soft crackling sounded. “Now it is,” Lyssa told him.

“Terra, we have established orbit. We have shuttles standing by and will proceed to the surface if you will provide coordinates for the best place to land.” Jai paused, then added, “Do you understand?” There was not a single odd note in his voice, but I knew he’d said it because their asking us the same thing had irritated him. He wasn’t exactly rolling over and letting them use him as a rug. I suppose that was something.

I held in my sigh.

Soft metallic clinking from somewhere forward of the bridge told me Lyssa had opened the gantry passages to both shuttles and was filling them with air.

The clear, accented voice answered Jai. “We will bring our shuttle to you. Wait.”

I straightened from my lean against the shell. “No!”

“Lyssa, off,” Jai said quickly and turned to me. “They’re being courteous.”

“By stuffing us into their slave shuttles? We’ll be cut off from the Lythion, if we let them take us to the surface. We’ll be dependent upon them for transport to and from Lyssa. We have to use our own shuttles, Van Veen.”

His jaw flexed.

I tried again, this time using reason. “I know they’re being nice right now, but if something does go wrong, we need a way to get back up here that we control. I want something of ours on the ground with us.” I paused. “Basic military sense,” I added softly, trying to remind him that he had once been part of the Imperial Shield, and had automatically thought in terms of security and defense, too—before this whole diplomatic disaster we were on had stolen his ability to think in strategic terms.

Jai nodded and said into the pickup; “Thank you for the offer, but we prefer to use our own shuttles, which are already stowed with our equipment and supplies, and will comfortably carry all of us. You merely need provide the coordinates where we should land.”

The same blank buzzing and crackling stretched for nearly thirty seconds, which was twenty-eight seconds too long for my overtaxed heart. My breath came quicker and I glanced at Dalton.

His infinitesimal nod told me he had the weapons on a hair-trigger, just waiting for the Terrans to say the wrong thing.

The Terran voice said, “We will transfer your belongings. Our shuttle is large and comfortable. You will come with us.” A distinct hesitation, then the Terran said, “We will not permit an outsider to land upon the sanctuary of human life.”

“We are human, “ Eliot Byrne muttered.

I thrust my hand up in a sharp silence! gesture and he nodded.

Van Veen ran his hand against the base of his neck, thinking hard. Then he grimaced and said, “Very well, we will stand by for your shuttle’s approach.”

He glanced at me. “You have control of the security of this venture, Colonel. You must work with the parameters that are presented to you.” His tone was stiff and formal.

I’d been out-voted. I glanced at Lyssa. She stared back at me and I knew she understood what I could not say right now. Then I looked back at Van Veen. “Very well, Colonel,” I told him stiffly. “Let us hope this is a limitation I can work around.”
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Everyone moved off the bridge, flowing into the common area between the staterooms, heading back to their rooms to pack, if they hadn’t already. The parawolves flowed between us, all bouncing on their feet, feeling the tension in the air, but not understanding why. But they tried to help, tried to stick by their masters and lend moral support.

Vara was right by my left side, too.

Eliot Byrne came over to me as I walked down the ramp, his face working. “We really have to voluntarily step into one of their shuttles?” He’d nearly died in one of them. Actually, scratch that. He had died of complications from being a Terran captive. He was wearing a clone body, now. He looked a lot healthier than the last time I’d seen him, but still with not enough lean muscle mass for a man who had once been a Ranger and, more recently, a successful wildcat captain. Yet I’d seen him eating—he didn’t stint himself.

I rested my hand on his arm. “I’ll have the others go first. If you just can’t make yourself step on the shuttle once they’re aboard, then you can stay here and help Lyssa. She’ll have lots to do.”

Byrne rubbed the back of his neck. “I want to see Terra,” he said bluntly. “I want to put my boots upon it.”

“Then you’ll have to wind yourself up to step onto the shuttle,” I told him, not unkindly. “That’s the only way you’re going to get there.”

He nodded, his throat working. I left him to sort out his demons and moved over to where Fiori was fussing over Ven, the one Terran onboard, her pack of instruments on the table next to him.

“Are you sick again, Ven?” I asked him.

“A mild fever,” Fiori said. Her glance at me seemed to be trying to say something that I couldn’t understand.

“Nothing major, then,” I said, with a touch of relief. There were three people on board who could read Terran ideograms as easily as they could Carinad text, but only one of them spoke the dialect used on Earth. Ven had lived here for four years. We would need him, down there.

Ven, though, pressed his fingertips to his temple. “I should stay aboard.” His voice was scratchy. “I am recovering, but if I were to catch something else…”

Fiori sealed up her pack with a swift movement, shaking her head. “They’re your bugs down on the surface, Ven. You breathed them for years. I thought you would be eager to escape all the Carinad viruses for a while. Give yourself a break.”

Ven looked anything but eager, though. He gave a great sigh. “I suppose, yes…”

I gave his arm a pat. “You’re with us, Ven. They can’t do anything to you while you’re with us. I won’t allow it.”

His gaze skittered over my face, measuring my sincerity. I stared right back.

Ven nodded. “Very well. I will meditate some more and find my center.”

“You do that,” I told him as heartily as I could. “Excuse me, I need to get ready for this thing.”

“Now you sound crabby.” Fiori picked up her pack.

I rolled my eyes at her and she just grinned. Over her shoulder, I saw Seong standing before the big screen displaying Terra. He was the only still figure among the many of us moving around the common room taking care of last-minute matters.

I had been reluctant to bring Seong along, but he could read ideograms fluently, and spoke one of the more common Terran dialects to go with it.

He was only fifteen, though. Plus, he had spent the last four years of his life as a captive of the Terrans. The problem was, he didn’t think of those years as captivity.

I moved over to his side. “Are you pleased to be here, Seong?”

He glanced at me. He was tall for fifteen—I thought he might have grown another few centimeters just in the last few weeks. He was nearly my height. He kept his black, tight-curled hair shorn very short, the way it had been when we took him off Hegara, although he had been forced to re-adopt Carinad fashion. “Pleased?” he repeated in response to my question. “Yes, in a way. Only the very best of us are given positions on Earth, you know.”

“You mean, only the most compliant slaves were sent to Terra to work,” I replied, my tone hard.

Seong gave a shrug, as if the interpretation was irrelevant. “This is not the way I thought coming to Earth would go.”

“You know the graduation crap and all the hoorah that went with it was all bullshit, right?” My tone was harsh, for Seong’s insistence upon clinging to the brainwashing the Terrans had put him through made me cringe. It also made me feel useless. There didn’t seem to be a way to reach him.

Seong was the reason Jai had brought Elizabeth Crnčević along. She was a master head mechanic. And I had seen her chatting with Ven more than once on the near two-week jump to Terra.

Seong’s startled look also held discomfort. He crossed his arms. “They did train us thoroughly. We deserved recognition for all the hard work and learning we did.”

I gave up. Elizabeth and even Marlow, who had been a psychoscientist in another time and place, warned me that conditioning of the sort Seong had been through wouldn’t dissolve easily. It would take time and patience.

I was not good at patience. And Seong’s blank insistence upon Terra-good, Carina-strange, made me incredibly uncomfortable.

I was relieved when Lyssa rose up beside me, her nanobots assembling swiftly. Then she informed me in a low voice that the Terran shuttle was within touching distance of the Lythion, waiting for us to open our doors.

And I was back to dire discomfort once more.

*

I was crunched for time now. Vara sat in the corner on the stateroom, out of my way, panting softly, while I washed swiftly and donned the shiny new clothes Jai had insisted everyone wear for this first meeting. I had Lyssa build a screen which followed me around the stateroom, showing me the Terran shuttle hanging just off our port bow. I kept studying the thing, my discomfort rising. It looked exactly like the slave shuttles—a blocky, rectangular, un-aerodynamic and featureless ship. Worse, the front of the craft was all flat window, showing a Terran standing behind the controls in his blue-black all-over armored environment suit, complete with the helmet that showed huge eyes, a long, thick snout and concentric circles of teeth in red gums.

At my direction, Lyssa and the shuttle pilot nudged the two craft within spitting distance and sent out grapples. When the Terran snakehead attached to the side of the Lythion with a jolt that shuddered through the ship, I heard people exclaiming out in the common area, their voices high and nervous.

That made me feel a little better.

I directed Lyssa to let the Terrans build their physical tunnel between the ships. I wasn’t in a hurry to let the Terrans directly experience our molecular barriers. When their tunnel was built and filled with air, I hurried out to the common area and over to the hatch and had Lyssa open the hatch.

Jai Van Veen and the others fell in behind me, although I suspected that we would be greeted with more suits, not a Terran ambassador. But just in case, I was glad Jai was there to take over if we were faced with diplomats.

The hatch hissed and clanked and swung open, revealing more fully armored Terrans. They were not carrying weapons, but each suit had one of the miniature snakehead lariats built into the hip. I supposed they couldn’t get rid of those without dismantling the suits and tried to be pleased they weren’t actively armed.

The suit at the front of the six standing upon the lightweight floor of the tunnel, just beyond the lock wore no helmet. It was male, his features showing advanced age degeneration markers—grey hair and finely wrinkled skin under the chin.

He stared back at us, too. Then he cleared his throat, and said slowly, “Your be-long-ing. We put.” He pointed over his shoulder.

I painted a huge, sincere smile on my face and nodded. Then I murmured over my shoulder. “Lyssa, have the gear brought from the shuttles. Everyone else, bring your packs and put them here.”

“And let them touch my stuff?” someone murmured.

“They’ll scan and maybe look inside, yes,” Jai said, his tone firm. “We let them do it. We want them to relax. Clear?”

I shuddered and tried my best to hide it. From the corner of my eye, I saw Dalton add my duffel bag to the pile of packs, bags and other luggage building in the middle of the common area.

I beckoned to the Terrans and pointed to the pile on the floor.

The spokesman nodded. I saw him suck in a deep breath before he stepped over the sill of the hatch and into the Lythion. Then he froze, his gaze on Vara. His eyes got very large.

Vara growled, showing her teeth.

I thrust my hand in her fur and pushed her away with my knee while sending her soothing thoughts and a direct order to sit down.

She sat, but her gaze stayed upon the Terran.

He looked from her to me. His gaze shifted around the common area, as he picked out the other four parawolves.

Dalton came over to me and pushed his hand into Vara’s fur. “Vara, come.”

I didn’t expect it to work. Vara knew Dalton very well, and his parawolf, Darb, just as well, but she was still bonded to me and rarely listened to anyone else, especially when she felt she needed to defend territory.

I encouraged her to go with him. Maybe that helped. Vara rose and let Dalton lead her away. Everyone else—Marlow, Lyth and Sauli—was leading their own parawolves to the nearest stateroom and pushing them inside.

When the door closed, I turned back to the Terran. “You’re safe now. Go ahead.” I gestured to the luggage piled on the floor.

He spoke swiftly to the others behind him, and they moved into the Lythion, too. They marched over to the pile, picked up an item each, and moved back into the tunnel, all the except the spokesman-sans-helmet, who watched all of us with wary eyes, a meaningless smile on his face. His gaze shifted back to the room with the parawolves in it occasionally.

By the time his crew had returned, empty-handed, Lyssa’s nanobot carts had trundled into the common area carrying the first of the freight crates. Inside the crates was all the gear, equipment and supplies we thought we might need for a stay of about a week.

We had little idea of what to expect. Fiori wasn’t certain we could eat Terran food, for the former slaves we’d freed all spoke of an initial period when everything they’d eaten as captives had made them nauseous. Many of the crates were environmentally controlled, sterile food containers.

It would have been easier to heft a printer down to the surface, only we didn’t know if the Terran’s usual energy sources could run one, and I didn’t want them studying any of our technology too closely. I had insisted we pack fresh food, instead.

Jai had at least gone along with that, although he hadn’t been happy about it. He used the word “trust” a lot.

I had already anticipated that the Terrans would find a way to scan and probe our gear. They could inspect all they wanted. I’d spent days ensuring that nothing they might find would alarm them.

The Terrans worked tirelessly, transferring all our things to the shuttle. When everything was carried out of the Lythion, Terran-sans-helmet waved toward the hatch. “Please.” His accent mashed the word to pieces. His gesture translated for me.

I took a deep breath and glanced at Jai. “Let me go first.”

He nodded. Everyone ranged behind him wore wary expressions, too.

I stepped through the hatch and felt the flimsy bridge flex beneath my feet and clutched the edge of the hatch. Then I straightened and pulled my jacket back into place, and marched across the bouncing surface, my fists tight.

I stepped through the double doors of the shuttle and paused, for the interior was not what I had been expecting. Every Terran shuttle I’d seen inside of, before, had been the same. They had been lined with the form-fitting cryogenic shells and nothing else, except for the piloting controls.

This one was a different species. To begin, what I had thought were featureless walls were actually transparent from the waist up. A Terran was closing off the end opposite the pilot controls and I glimpsed our crates and bags behind the doors just before they closed.

Between the pilot and the freight section was a…I wasn’t sure what to call it. Dozens of well-upholstered chairs sat in rows, with a passage through the center of them to give access to each row. Each chair had belts with metal ends that I assume was a fastening of some kind to join the two sections together over the top of the passenger. A basic harness, then, to secure the passenger against gravity fluxes and inertia.

The floor wasn’t a cold, hard white surface, either. It was covered in what I decided was carpet. It was soft underfoot and gave the interior a warm and mildly welcoming feeling, although I could still feel my shoulders hunching in, and my heart was galloping.

Suit-sans-helmet stood beside me, patently waiting for me to proceed. “Thank you,” I told him. He must surely have learned those two words while rehearsing his speeches. “I’ll get everyone else.” I pointed back to the Lythion.

He nodded and stepped aside. So did the other Terrans as I made my way back to the hatch.

I leaned inside. “It’s okay. It’s not a slave shuttle. There’s even windows.”

Jai stirred. “Very well.” He was the first through the hatch and after a first initial wary step on the flexing platform, he strode to the shuttle and stepped inside, his head nearly grazing the top of the doors. Everyone else followed him while I stood to one side, counting.

Gratia Rosalie ducked as she moved through them.

Marlow had Coal under his hand, and Dalton lead both Vara and Darb. Lyth came directly behind them with pure white Hero, and Sauli with Venni.

All the Terrans stepped back, their backs to the flimsy tunnel walls, as the parawolves passed by. Their helmets tracked the wolves into the shuttle.

When everyone was through, I peered into the Lythion. “Ready, Eliot?” I asked Byrne, who had hung back.

He nodded and swallowed. He stepped through the hatch and glanced at me. I could see sweat glistening at his temples, but he marched across the bridge with a firm step and only hesitated the smallest amount before moving onto the shuttle. I could see his shoulders relax a little as he took in the interior.

Lyssa stood just inside the Lythion’s hatch. I gave her a small smile. “Well, this is it.”

“Good luck, Captain.”

I took a deep breath. “Yeah,” I said heavily, turned and marched with the same white-knuckle squaring of the shoulders that Byrne had used, into the guts of the Terran shuttle. I was the last one on, and the doors slid firmly shut behind me.

We were committed.
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I pointed Vara to an empty row of seats, and she squeezed between the backs of the chairs in front of us. The tight space would help Vara cope with the surges. I settled in the seat I’d picked by the windows.

I touched the spot beneath my ear that switched on the cochlear implant I’d had inserted. “Lyssa?” I murmured.

“I hear you,” Lyssa replied in my head.

“Reading. Good. Shuttle isn’t shielded. Shutting up now.”

The earworm implant wasn’t the only minor operation I’d undergone in the last few weeks. Everyone travelling on the Lythion had permanent archival implants. I had threatened to leave them behind if they didn’t get one installed before lift-off.

Back at the Laxman Institute on Wynchester, we either had clones growing, or our DNA on file. It had been a personal choice for each of us whether to just store DNA or leap and have a clone generated, and it basically came down to our level of confidence in the outcome of this visit to Terra. I chose to have a clone generated. Jai, of course, just filed his DNA, and he’d been reluctant to do even that much.

“This is pure doom-crying,” he’d told me, his tone irritable.

“You said take care of the security of the mission. I’m doing that. Shut up and let them scrape, Van Veen,” I’d shot back.

No, Jai and I had not been on good terms, lately.

So it was a surprise to me when Jai settled on the shuttle seat next to me.

He glanced through the window beside me as the tunnel we’d used to cross over collapsed and retracted back into the side of the shuttle. The shuttle gave a shudder as the snakeheads were released from both ships and immediately drifted away from the Lythion.

I squashed the flutter of panic in my belly. I hadn’t felt this uncertain since my basic training with the Rangers. I glanced at Jai, to catch his expression, but he wasn’t watching the Lythion drift away from us. He’d turned his head and was staring at Terra’s blue and white face.

The pilot at the shuttle’s controls splayed his hands over the sloping dash, and the shuttle swung to face Terra fully. Then it nosed forward with a gentle acceleration, heading across the face of the planet in a westerly direction.

“My money’s on Europe,” I murmured.

“Normerican,” Jai murmured back.

We still didn’t know where the meeting would be held on the planet. The Terrans had not bothered to tell us and neither Ven nor Seong, who were the most familiar with Terran ways, could make any suggestions.

“They did not tell us where they were taking us. Ever,” Ven explained.

Neither had their ‘training’ provided them with information that might suggest a city that would be a natural venue for such an occasion.

Jai had told me to deal with limiting parameters. This had been another of them. We had mined the little Terran data we had and studied it deeply, but we were still woefully ignorant about our hosts.

Yeah, that didn’t make me nervous at all.

We were descending steadily, and now we were in full atmosphere, we could hear it rushing past us. In front of the pilot, the air was heating and distorting the view, which didn’t seem to bother him at all. He kept his head down, staring at the dashboard. He was piloting via instruments.

Braking thrusters slowed us as we dropped and the shuttle eased into a flight vector that was nearly horizontal in relation to the surface, but I suspected our direction had changed. It was difficult to estimate for there was no land beneath us anymore. Just blue featureless ocean, and some clouds casting shadows far below. We were moving slowly enough that heat was not distorting the view in front of the pilot.

The flight went on, with nothing but blue beneath us and ahead of us. Occasionally, I spoke to Lyssa to ensure the connection remained steady.

Then I saw Colton and Calpurnia, in the seat in front of me, tap each others’ arms and point through the windows. I looked through myself and saw a pin prick of something far below. An island, I realized.

Then another one. This one larger, and discernably green, with a white border.

I could see a
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