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Judge, jury and executioners—the lizardine are holding court and all humankind stands before them. They’ll bring us to heel, or they’ll destroy us all...and they have the means.

Getting their emissary to the courtroom and then home again should be an easy matter—but some people just don’t know what’s good for them. With pirates, mercs and corps gone bad we’ve got our work cut out. The only question is whether we can keep our charge—and all humanity—alive.
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This is for all those who believed in me enough that, eventually, I had the courage to believe in myself.
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Welcome to what I hope will be the final edition of this book...and this series. Why a new edition, you ask? Because I wanted to give the books covers that were a more accurate reflection of their contents and genre...and I found the right cover artist to do so. Also, because I wanted to add in a lot of new back matter so readers could track the characters that kept coming back, or were being referred to during the tale...and that meant a new edition was required.

It has been a lot more work than I expected, but should provide a more satisfying read...or that was my goal. Welcome to this iteration of the story, and the world of Odyssey and the crew of the Shady Marie.
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​1—A Homecoming and a Mission Brief
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“You came back.” Mack looked like he was having trouble understanding the concept.

“And your point is?” I demanded.

“But...”

It was funny to see him so lost for words. I let him struggle a little bit longer.

“But you never come back on your own,” he finally managed, and I wondered if he’d been looking forward to retrieving me...again.

I gave him my most evil grin and punched him—hard. He grunted and took a half step back. Okay, so maybe I usually punched him harder, but I really didn’t feel like it, so that was gonna have to do.

“There,” I snapped, as he stepped back to where he’d been. “Does that make you feel any better?”

He cocked his head, reading past my defiance to see what lay underneath, and I watched his lips curve into the tiniest of smiles.

“It’s good to see you, too,” he told me, “but if you want that hug, you’re gonna have to do better than that.”

Damn! The man was just as broken as I was—and neither of us liked backing down.

Rohan groaned. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

Mack shot the intercom a dirty look, but Tens had to add his own comment—and he knew exactly which of Mack’s buttons to push.

“Don’t make me come down there and show you how it’s done, Mack.”

“Like Hell, you will,” Mack growled and wrapped his arms around me.

I couldn’t help it. I giggled...and then I hugged him back, burying my face in his chest and breathing in his scent. It really was good to be back.

“Uh huh. You gonna run again?”

He was really asking if I was going to leave him, again, and I honestly didn’t know. The whole idea of having a sanctuary aboard the Shady was something I was having a hard time getting used to, let alone having a partner I might be able to rely on.

“Ask me in another few weeks’ time.”

His arms tightened and he rested his chin on my head. “So, I get a few more weeks?”

“Mm hmm.”

He drew back, holding me at arms’ length and looking into my face. “Good, because we’ve just had this mission come up.”

“Uh huh...” I cocked my head, looking up at him. “How bad’s it going to get?”

A shadow flitted across his face, and my heart sank.

“That bad, huh?”

He let go of me and then wrapped an arm over my shoulders.

“How much do you know about the world of Aquapearl?”

I wound an arm around his waist, leaning into his warmth. If I was going to have bad news, then I’d rather hear it this way. His arm tightened and we turned as one, heading for the Officers’ Mess at the back of the caf. Mack started talking as we moved.

“It’s a little world close to the edge of nowhere, and humanity wants its resources. So badly, in fact, that they’ve dragged the Federated Worlds into it.”

I gave him a puzzled stare. “Federation doesn’t tolerate that kind of thing. Besides, I thought there were rules about worlds with sentient life...”

He gave a short, dry laugh. “There are, but no one knew Aquapearl was home to a sentient lifeform when the company went in.”

I gripped his waist tighter, my heart going cold.

“And now company doesn’t want to leave,” I finished for him.

“Well, not now, exactly,” Mack corrected. “This war’s been going on for a few years, so it hasn’t wanted to leave for a while.”

I frowned. “But I haven’t heard about it.”

“No one has. The powers-that be have kept it on the down and low.”

“And Odyssey?” I asked, because if there was one thing Odyssey didn’t tolerate it was the annexation of a world...regardless of whose side they’d fought on, before. “What do they have to say about it?”

His face grew bleak. “Who d’you think commissioned us?”

I pressed my lips together, leaning on him a little more than I had to. We both knew how I felt about working for Odyssey.

“Yeah, we do, kiddo,” Tens’s voice sounded loud and clear in my head, “so you need to play nice.”

“What? No welcome-home party?” I quipped, in what I hoped was the privacy of my own head.

“I baked you a cake,” he responded sourly.

If it hadn’t been for Mack’s arm around my shoulders, and the fact he kept walking, that would have stopped me in my tracks. “You did?”

I turned wide eyes to Mack. He had?

“Don’t look at me,” Mack told me. “It was all his idea.”

“What, you were just going to spring it on me cold and let me deal, huh?”

From the expression on his face, that was exactly what he’d been going to do.

“And then Rohan pointed out that Delight needed feeding,” he managed, as if trying to emphasize that the cake wasn’t just for me.

“She does?”

“Haven’t you noticed? She’s a helluva lot better to talk to if she’s got cake.”

“Or pie,” Delight interrupted, her voice coming through our comms links and sounding far too content. “I like pie, too.”

“But I pointed out Cutter preferred cake,” Rohan said, “and seeing as Mack might want to make you feel like you really were coming home, he should see to that.”

“Except I can’t bake,” Mack admitted, out loud, contrary sod.

“So Tens made the cake,” Rohan filled in.

“I made the cake,” Tens claimed smugly.

“Pfft, there you go, putting your past to good use,” Delight scoffed, and I felt Mack stiffen.

“I, at least, have lived long enough to have a past,” Tens informed her coldly. “Unlike others who were born much later and only by some miracle have survived until today.”

“So, just how many regens have you gone through, Tens, sweetie?” Delight asked in saccharine tones.

“None of your business,” Tens snapped, coming out of the command centre as we stepped out of the elevator. He stalked down the hall toward us.

Man! I knew that expression. Tens hadn’t looked that pissed in a long time...and last time it had been with me.

The memory made me smirk. I still wasn’t sorry.

Mack gave me a worried look.

“Cutter...” he began on the comms channel I knew belonged solely to us.

I sighed and relaxed under the curve of his arm as we entered the briefing room. Whatever, right?

Tens stomped in after me, punching me on the shoulder as he passed.

“Ow.”

His response was unsympathetic. “You deserved it.”

I thought about arguing, but Mack tightened his grip around my shoulder, and I subsided. Tens looked like he needed a round on the mats...and I didn’t feel like volunteering.

Well, not yet, anyway. Maybe, later, if I was feeling bored. I took another look at his face as he walked up to Delight, eyeballing her as he went past to slide into his usual seat.

Or if I was feeling like a bit of time in the tank, I amended. Yeah, now was definitely not the time to mess with Tens.

“Thank you,” Mack whispered in my head, and I felt mischief tweak my mouth into a smile. “Cutter...”

I shrugged, slipping out from under his arm to take my usual spot in the corner closest to him and furthest from the door.

Mack waited for the cake to arrive, and I couldn’t help laughing at the look on Delight’s face when two platters of small pies were brought in, as well.

“It’s like someone read my mind,” she managed, trying to ignore Pritchard, snickering beside her.

“Mine, too,” her partner agreed, leaning forward to snag two from each platter.

He caught the look on Mack and Tens’ faces, as he took the first bite. “What?”

He indicated Delight with a short wave of one hand. “I’d starve if I relied on this one to remember that real people needed to eat, and to eat real food at that. It’s all about the mission with her, and food be damned.”

It was the most vocal I’d ever heard him, and I wondered why.

Delight just rolled her eyes. “I gave you an extra tube!”

Oh... My eyes widened. Well, that explained it. Tubes were great for not letting you starve, but you could hardly call them food!

“Exactly,” Pritchard said, revealing he was in my head, again, and I wondered how hungry he was to forget it was a fact Delight probably wanted kept to himself. “A star-sucking month on tubes, playing a character so far out of my norm, it’ll take weeks to get clean after wearing his skin.”

I remembered the one time I’d encountered Pritchard’s bounty hunter persona and suppressed a shudder. If he caught the squeamish curl of my thoughts, he ignored me.

Instead, he finished his first pie in three more bites, wiped his fingers on a napkin, and picked up the next one. I picked up a spoon and started on my cake.

It had been a long ride in from Talleskarn and...and I had not expected cake. I also had not expected a meeting with Delight, or a new mission, or Mack to be waiting to meet me, but what the hell, I had cake!

No one was going to spoil this, and the cake was a beauty: cherries, chocolate, cream...

I sighed, and Tens face relaxed. If I hadn’t known any better, I’d have said he was smiling...and that he’d actually cared about what I thought

“He does, and he is,” Rohan assured me, “...on the inside.”

Tens swatted him for his trouble, but the ghost of a smile crossed his lips.

“Thank you,” I sent via the comms channel, and the smile solidified before fading. His eyes flicked to Delight and his face set in stone.

“You had something that had to wait for Cutter?” he asked, his voice cold.

She had? And it did? I took another bite of cake and gave a happy wiggle. Cool.

Delight froze mid-bite and stared at me over her pie.

“And since when did you ever sound happy to see me?”

My fork stopped half-way to my mouth and I glared at her.

“What makes you think I’m happy to see you?” I asked, setting my fork, and cake, down on the plate.

I stood, and Mack reached up and laid a hand on my arm. He didn’t try to restrain me...or even ask me to be nice. And he didn’t need to.

Delight finished her bite, sitting back and chewing as she studied me. “Your cake’s getting cold.”

“It’s not meant to be hot,” I retorted, daring her to find something to make me care.

She picked up another pie and raised an eyebrow. “Well, Tens might not make you another one if you start a fight.”

I glanced at Tens to test the truth of her words and he dipped his chin in confirmation.

That made me look at the cake, and back at Delight, weighing one against the other...and then trying to work out the chances Tens would make me another cake if I behaved myself.

“What flavor?” he asked, and I sat, picking up my plate and my fork and settling into my chair.

I got to choose?

Delight snickered, but even that did nothing to detract from the idea.

There would be more cake! Cake was one of the few things I actually missed from my home world. There had been this little patisserie down the street—and they’d always been open when I’d needed somewhere to flee. Cake was a good thing.

Tens groaned. “I’ve created a monster.”

Delight gave another snort. “I’d say the monster was already there—and you were the idiot who woke it up.”

Rohan snickered, but Mack had had enough.

“Talk us through this mission,” he said, and Delight stilled.

It wasn’t often Mack gave her orders, but that polite request was definitely an order, and Mack’s calm was nothing short of a threat.

“The lizardine want to end the war,” she replied, setting her half-eaten pie down on her plate.

“They want a treaty?” Mack’s voice rose in surprise.

Delight shook her head. “You misunderstand me. They want to end the war. No compromise. No settlements...and definitely no treaty. They just want to end it.”

Mack frowned. “Do we know which human companies are involved?”

“Humanity’s government started the war to protect a research company that’s long since disappeared, but, while Odyssey know there are other companies backing the war, we don’t know who.”

“Then how do the lizardine propose to stop it?”

Delight met his gaze and didn’t waver. “They wouldn’t tell me.”

I froze mid-chew.

“Just how mad are they?” Mack asked.

“The lizardine?” Delight wanted to know.

Mack nodded. He didn’t give two shits how mad the humans were. They were in the wrong...but there were implications...

“If the lizardine have hired you to help them stop the war, and you’ve agreed, then you must have some idea of the solution.”

Delight’s face twisted with distaste. “I do.”

“And you don’t like it,” Mack concluded.

Delight quirked an eyebrow, her mouth curving with an ironic smile. “I suspect there’s not a human alive that’s going to like it.”

“But you’ll go along with it...”

She shrugged, all humor vanishing from her face. “Their terms were quite clear.

Her face hardened. “And it’s nothing less than we deserve.”

Uh oh. There was that word ‘we’, which associated us to I didn’t want to even guess how many inhumanities of war. I was guessing humanity was deeply in the shit, and were fortunate Odyssey was involved, because meant there might be the slightest chance of a way out.

I glanced at Mack, trying to see what he was thinking. The damn man had walled off the part of his mind I could usually see, and was studying Delight with an intensity that suggested we were already on a war footing with our own. From where I sat, it looked as though he was trying to read her mind. In the end he went with an educated guess.

“Save some or none at all...”

Her face grew shadowed. “That’s my guess. The higher ups weren’t exactly forthcoming on the precise details.”

Beside her, Pritchard looked somber. He was still eating, but his eyes were darker as though the mission was something he’d rather forget...and didn’t dare.

Mack read them both, and sighed.

“Tell us what we need to know.”

“We need you to pick up Councilor Mikalesket’k’Tvor and his security detail and escort them to high Earth orbit.”

Mack steepled his fingers, resting his chin on their tips. “And is that all?”

Delight shrugged. “They have their own shuttle, and they’ve said nothing about a return trip, but Odyssey would like it if...”

Pritchard nudged her, and she sighed.

“Fine. I would like it if you stayed until we’re sure the deal has gone through as needed.”

“They do know most of Earth Council is based on Mars, don’t they?”

“They understand that—but asked for high Earth orbit, anyway. I believe they’re going to try for a Mars insertion from that angle.”

“Or they’re going to try and reach the human capital.”

“The Domed City?”

Delight shrugged. “We tried to tell them what condition the planet was in. They assured us they knew and that their plans would hold, which is why...”

“...you want us to stand off and prepare for extraction,” Mack finished for her. “Are they aware of Lunar One, or Capricia, and the Shangri-La orbitals?”

“They are.” Delight nodded. “They told me the councilor would make his own assessment of the situation when he arrived.”

Mack studied her, making her shift uncomfortably, until she reached for a pie to cover her unease.

“Just who is this Mikalesket’k’Tvor?” Mack asked.

But Delight shook her head, pressing her lips together and casting Pritchard an anxious look.

He rose from his seat dusting crumbs from his rumpled ship suit.

“We haven’t worked it out beyond knowing it’s better not to ask,” he informed us, and gave Mack an enquiring look. “Is our usual suite free?”

“You’re staying?” Mack was astounded.

Delight rose, too. “Odyssey’s orders,” she informed him, and gave him a tight, hard smile. “I take it that’s all right?”

Mack shrugged, and gestured for the door. “You know the way. Supper’s at seven, ship’s time. You have the run of the caf, the recreation deck and your quarters and the most direct route in between. Don’t make me create a diplomatic incident to enforce that.”

Delight gave him her sweetest smile. “You know me, Mack. I wouldn’t dream of it.”

Pritchard snorted, and led the way out the door.

We all knew Delight. She wouldn’t bother with dreaming it; she’d just go right ahead and do it.
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​2—First Meeting with the Lizardine
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It took us two weeks to reach Aquapearl. Delight hadn’t mentioned the number of Federation troop ships in orbit, or the cordon, or the need to slip past them and settle into the shadow of one of the planet’s moons.

She arched an eyebrow as Mack and I entered the shuttle bay. Truth be told, we’d been hoping to reach the bay before her, but she’d anticipated that, as usual, and turned up early.

We let her look us over, and then Mack spoke.

“If we’re going to establish ourselves as some sort of escort, we should at least look like we’re capable of doing the protecting.”

She cocked her head, and made a show of inspecting us. “You look like you’re ready to go to war.”

Mack’s expression let her see just how true that was.

“It could be misconstrued,” she warned.

“You said the guy was some sort of councilor,” Mack retorted. “That means he’s smart, and, if that’s the case, he should be smart enough to know we’re not there to make war with him.”

Mack gestured toward the hull and the fleet of ships beyond it. “Given the number of troop ships and destroyers out there, we need to be ready for a fight. Something tells me the Feds aren’t going to look kindly on sympathizers.”

“Sympathizers?” Delight challenged. “How can you be so sure the lizardine are in the right? How do you know we’re not here to take him out so the lizardine can’t threaten our people?”

“Because that’s not how Odyssey operates,” Mack told her, and then paused, staring at her and Pritchard’s faces.

His jaw dropped and his face colored, as he realized they were capable of setting him up to cover an assassination attempt...and then he shrugged.

“Well, Odyssey knows that’s not how I operate, so I’m going to assume that if that was your plan, you’d be waiting by someone else’s shuttle on someone else’s ship.”

As a warning, it was fairly clear, and Delight nodded.

“You have that right.” She glanced at Pritchard and turned and headed into shuttle. “We’re here on escort duty, too.”

“To make sure we don’t fuck it up?” Mack asked, and she smiled.

“You are known for your unorthodox methods...”

“And our dislike of threats,” Mack finished, following her on board to where Tens and Rohan were already waiting.

“Are you sure it’s a good idea to have both your tech specialists away from the ship?” Delight asked.

“I need a pilot who can handle what we’re likely to run into,” Mack told her shortly, “but I also need Case with the ship. Tens is the next best thing.”

“And Rohan?” she asked.

“He’s learning,” Tens answered, “and there’s only one way to see if he has what it takes.”

Delight stuck her head through the cockpit door, hastily withdrawing it as Cascade growled.

“You haven’t heard of simulators?” she demanded, pivoting away from the door and settling into a seat.

“Kid’s topped out in those already,” Tens informed her, “or he wouldn’t be here.”

Delight didn’t have an answer for that, but she pulled the harness tight, frowning as Mack and I took the seats across the aisle from her.

“When you’re ready, Tens,” Mack ordered, and the shuttle hatch closed, the vibration of its engines making the floor shudder.

I tensed as the shuttle lifted. This felt much less like a simple pick-up, and more like a combat drop made from a hostile orbit...which was pretty much exactly what it was. We had no illusions about what would happen if any of the Federation fleet found us in unauthorized orbit.

It didn’t matter that they were fighting an unauthorized war...or, rather, the fact they were fighting an unauthorized war pretty much said it all. If we were caught, there’d be no recourse, and I didn’t think there’d be enough of us to make it to a penal colony if they got a hold of us.

We dropped in silence. I felt the shuttle rise, and then the effects of a turbulent re-entry.

Delight sighed and rolled her eyes. “We are going to shine like a star.”

“If you’ve got some kind of magic wand to deal with physics, I’m all ears,” Tens snapped from the cockpit.

Rohan stayed silent, and I figured the kid was focused on flying. For a first mission, Tens had chosen him a doozy.

Delight made no reply and none of us spoke until the shuttle settled lightly to the ground.

Mack tapped me on the thigh to get my attention and signaled for me to close the faceplate. I nodded, sealing the combat suit. Mack unbuckled his harness and I followed suit.

“Stay with me,” he ordered, and I gave him the thumbs up.

He glanced toward the cockpit. 

“Keep her warm,” he instructed, and Tens gave him a thumbs up visible through the cockpit door.

Delight and Pritchard rose from their seats.

“It might be better if we went first,” Delight began, but Mack shook his head.

“We’re your escort,” he told her shortly. “We’ll go first.”

She didn’t look happy with his response, but she didn’t argue—and we stepped out of the shuttle in a compact group of four.

Mikalesket’k’Tvor was waiting. He stood twenty yards away, in careful plain sight, looking as human as the rest of us. Sunlight glinted off the heavy-duty armor he wore, but his helmet stayed open and he observed us with alert dark eyes.

It all struck me as so very wrong.

I glanced at Mack, and mirrored his slow pivot, taking me to the outside of Pritchard as Mack slowly drifted back to the other side of Delight. As we moved to the flanks, letting Delight and Pritchard take the lead, two more figures rippled into being beside the councilor.

I caught sight of more heavy armor, two long lance-like weapons and tails, but let Delight and Pritchard take the lead on it. Those figures belonged to the councilor’s bodyguard. The four others rising from the clearing’s long grass around us, I wasn’t so sure of.

Those did not have the long spears in hand. They held heavy duty blasters of a make I didn’t recognize.

“Talk to me, Delight.” Mack’s voice growled through all our heads.

“Stand fast,” came back in a short snap filled with tension.

I brought my blaster up, taking aim on the nearest lizard-man. Unlike his colleagues near the councilor, this one’s helmet was closed, and so was his hunting partner’s.

Laughter hissed through our skulls.

“They are brave,” a new voice noted. “I will give them that.”

“Delight...” Mack sounded like he was gritting his teeth and fighting the urge to open fire.

I couldn’t say I blamed him. It was all I could do not to pull the trigger, myself.

“Easy, Cutter...” That might have been better coming from someone other than Delight, but I clenched my jaw and shifted my finger so it rested on the stock above the trigger.

It might not stop me firing, but it made it a lot less likely that I’d do it by accident.

“Good to know.” At least the voice approved.

I wasn’t sure that was much comfort.

“It shouldn’t be.” The owner of the voice was amused, and coils tightened around my mind.

I dropped my finger, wrapping it around the trigger and fighting the urge to fire indiscriminately. Neither of the two warriors had moved. I could see them standing ten yards distant, their blasters ported and pointed to the ground.

...which is what made the hand snaking around to cup my jaw from behind as my armor’s head protection slid back into its shoulders such a nasty surprise. Not, though, as nasty as the blade settling lengthwise against my throat, or the firm but gentle removal of the blaster from my hand.

I fought to bring the world into alignment. If I was being so thoroughly and efficiently disarmed, then I could not be seeing the warriors doing it still standing in front of me.

Fingers tightened around my jaw, but the blade’s pressure did not increase. The bands of pressure on my mind remained. The warrior remained. I slid my eyes toward Pritchard, and saw him just as closely held.

Glancing back at that the distant warrior, I swallowed

Feeling the pinch of metal against my skin, I whispered. “You’re not real.”

The voice chuckled, but the warrior remained.

I swore it was mocking me. Real or not, it remained.

“I take it I have made my point,” the voice’s owner stated, and the blade was lifted away and my head released.

Weaponless, I spun away, doing my best to keep the warrior in sight as I moved to set my back against Pritchard’s and get a look at the one who’d held me.

The first thing that caught my attention was its form...its fully armored, reptilian form. The second was that the warrior I’d been watching moved. Raising its blaster to cover us, it approached.

The warrior behind me backed up to block the path back to the shuttle...the shuttle, with its wide-open hatch.

“Tens?”

“We’re fine, Cutter,” came back in tones threaded by tension, “but you’d better not fuck up out there, because we’re going nowhere without permiss—”

The thought was choked off, and I had to wonder who, or what, was powerful enough to hold the six of us captive, while their leader walked through our minds and rummaged where he would.

I gave his mental fingers a slap, and gasped as pain dropped me to my knees.

“Well, fuck,” Delight snarked, as Mack slugged the nearest warrior.

“Cutter!”

I would have told him I was okay, but some shit-for-brains lizard-man had my mind in his grip and wasn’t smart enough to let me go enough to send the message.

No sooner had I thought that, than I found I could move, again. Still, moving and finding my voice turned out to be two different things. Mack was by my side, before I remembered where my vocal cords were.

“You’re all right?” he demanded, running his hands over my head and neck.

I nodded, watching as the lizardine standing between us and the shuttle melted into nothing and vanished. Only the grasses revealed where they might be, as they bent under an unseen weight and swayed with the passage of something invisible.

I watched the ripples close in on the councilor, saw when they were joined by others and his guards became visible as they formed up around him. At the same time, the presence in my mind vanished, and Mikalesket inclined his head toward Delight.

His sibilant tones echoed around us.

“It is a pleasure to finally meet you, Agent.” His gaze traveled from Delight to Pritchard, Mack and me, and then over to the shuttle. “You’ve chosen your people, well.”

I got tired of being on my knees and pushed to my feet, taking Mack with me.

“I want my gun back,” I muttered, and the councilor’s jaw dropped in what I later learned was a lizardine smile.

He tapped one of the warriors with one hand and motioned for him to move forward. I tracked the creature’s movement, narrowing my eyes as I took in his size and the complete lack of human features. It was hard not to glance at the councilor and back again, comparing the two.

“That is a secret for another time,” Mikalesket assured me, before turning back to Delight.

“You kept your word.”

Sudden tension rippled through her, and I was torn between watching her and watching the lizardine warrior that came to a halt a few feet before me. It gave a trill ending in a hiss and I had no difficulty focusing.

As soon as it saw it had my attention, it lifted my blaster from its belt and offered the weapon grip-first to me. I glanced down at the blaster and then up into its face, suddenly unsure if it was safe to take it. The desire to be armed won out, and I slid my palms beneath the blaster and accepted it.

Fighting the urge to turn the weapon and fire into the lizard-man’s torso and head, I slung the weapon over my shoulders and nodded my thanks. It dipped its chin in a brief nod and unhooked Mack’s blaster, handing the weapon back in the same way it had given me mine.

Mack took the blaster one-handed, glaring at it as he did so. I noticed the lizard-man’s crest rise a little, and my blaster was in my hands and leveled before I had time to think. It was just as quickly pushed aside by one large lizard hand curling over the top, and I blinked.

The warrior gave me a reproachful look.

I gave it a bare-toothed grin.

This time its crest definitely rose, and its tail flicked. It tilted its head toward Mikalesket.

Again, that laugh crept through our skulls, and the councilor continued his approach.

“Yes, Kesh. I am sure they are our friends.”

The warrior tilted its head to eye me, and then carefully lifted its hand away from the blaster.

I just as carefully lowered the weapon so it no longer menaced the lizard-man’s middle, and Kesh stepped away to give me room. He didn’t leave, though, but took up position beside me.

Mikalesket tilted his head and eyed the sky. “I believe it is time we were leaving,” he observed, just as Tens’ voice came through the comms.

“We have incoming with an ETA of five minutes. Time you got your asses back on board.”

Mack’s head came up and he gestured for Delight and the councilor to make their way onto the shuttle. I moved to mirror his coverage of our rear, and two of the councilor’s guard fell back to join us.

The rest of them, along with Delight and Pritchard, moved onto the shuttle and we followed them. Delight’s voice cut across the comms.

“We’re in.”

She didn’t bother to tell us to hurry. As soon as her words came through, we fell back as one. I rolled my eyes at Mack as he gestured for me to go first. Jerking a thumb at the two warriors, I made it clear they were going first.

Fortunately, they didn’t argue, and I followed straight after. Mack arched an eyebrow at me.

“You chasing mat time, already?” he asked, and I shrugged, taking a seat and pulling the harness tight.

“Last I looked, my safety wasn’t more important than taking care of the clients.”

He dropped into the seat beside me. “You are chasing mat time.”

I shook my head. “You were the one that made those rules. You might try taking yourself to the mat, old man.”

He dropped a hand onto my thigh, but surprised me by not saying anything, just leaning back in his seat with a sigh, as the shuttle lifted.

“Hang tight,” Tens informed us. “Barf bags are in the seat pockets if you need ’em. First one to stink up my shuttle will be tasked with cleaning it—and I don’t give a rancid rat’s ass who it is.”

Twisting my head, I caught the lizardine reaction to that statement, and made a note that raised crests might be a sign of agitation.

“They are so much more than that,” Mack murmured and dropped a half dozen files in my head. “Here.”

Oh, great, I thought, but I sank into my own head and started reading. Chances were I was going to need this shit, sooner rather than later.
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I’m not sure how much we cleared the trees by. I’m also not sure how I kept breakfast on the inside, rather than letting it out the way it wanted. It certainly wasn’t Tens’s threat.

It might have been sheer bull-headedness. That, at least, got a smile from Mack...on the inside, because neither of us was moving.

The lizardine stayed surprisingly silent as the shuttle twisted, rose and dropped.

“Tellme...yougot...us...covered...Counc...ilor...” Delight gritted, and the lizardine laughed, his amusement rolling through our heads.

“We will be clear of them soon. Tell your pilots to break for orbit on my mark.”

His suddenly military tone was unexpected, but Tens’s response was immediate.

“Just tell me when—and when we get on board, I will inform you of the protocols involved in invading someone’s mind!”

I couldn’t help it; I laughed.

It came out as a snort and a sputter and, of course, the councilor was inside my head to see the reason.

“Oh, do you mind?” I managed, and he withdrew chuckling.

“I will remind your Tens of this when we have our ‘talk.’”

I just bet he would...just as much as I would bet Tens would then be wanting to have a word with me for dropping him into it. Like it wasn’t all his fault to start with.

“Don’t make me come back there.”

The shuttle did another dip and spin, and I snickered.

“Like you could.”

The councilor interrupted before Tens could reply.

“Ready. Three. Two. One... Mark!”

The shuttle went vertical and then looped back on itself, forcing me to swallow hard as it twisted back upright and accelerated for the ship. Several grunts and groans came from around me and I knew I wasn’t alone in my discomfort.

Tens really was giving the shuttle a work-out.

His denial came as soon as I thought it.

“Not. Me. Boy.”

Well, holy shit! Who knew Rohan could fly like this!

“Little rat was holding out on me.”

The kid’s laughter rolled over the intercom, sounding slightly manic...and like he was having the time of his life. I wondered how Cascade was handling things.

“He’s in a harness and he’s not happy. Rohan’s got some cleaning up to do.”

Rohan laughed, again, and I got the impression that the mess was worth it. I didn’t dare poke Cascade’s link, in case the dog showed me exactly how he was feeling. Somehow, I got the impression it was going to be a long time before the boy convinced the dog to get in another shuttle with him as the pilot.

That thought was met with quiet amusement from several corners, and I almost missed being away and having some private space in my skull.

“Almost?” Mack’s tone was hopeful.

I groaned and rolled my eyes. They were closed, but I rolled them just the same. He’d know I was doing it. He didn’t need to see the actual movement.

The Shady Marie was already on the move when we reached her. Case had plotted an intercept course, and Rohan pulled another high-gee maneuver to bring the shuttle into the hangar, since neither of them was slowing down.

“We’re boosting,” Case informed us as the shuttle touched down.

We still sighed in relief, as it settled to the hangar floor. The tiny craft vibrated as clamps locked it in place, and Case waited for it to be secure before she spoke again.

“Boss, I need you and our guests to stay where you are until we come out of warp. It’s gonna be close.”

“They flag us?”

“Looks like.”

“I got this,” Rohan told them. “Case, give Cutter a cross-link to the one that pinged us.”

“Don’t you—” was as far as the Mack and Tens chorus got before Case came back.

“Done.”

I didn’t need to see what was going on in the cockpit.

Case dropped the link in my head, and Rohan and Cascade bounced right in, and then right back out again.

“Keep it tight, Cutter,” Rohan instructed as he vanished.

Keep it tight? The little shit had just used my implant as a transit point. He should be glad I didn’t strand his ass on whatever ship he’d just bounced into.

“It’s a good thing I know you wouldn’t.” Tens was like a dark angel standing in the corner of my mind.

Mack’s glowering presence mirrored it. “When we get back on board, Case...”

“Yeah, yeah. Save it for then, boss. I’ve got half an armada threatening to shoot the shit out of your ship. Now, unless you want me to just surrender...”

“No! By all means, carry on.” Mack sounded tired, and I couldn’t be bothered commenting.

The adrenaline from the initial encounter with the Councilor and his guard was wearing off, and the rough trip up was taking its toll. To be honest, I was thinking I could sleep for a week.

“Cutter!” Mack’s voice jolted me awake as I started to drift. “Hold the line!”

I grabbed hold of the link and reinforced it, noticing the tell-tale glimmer of a counter-intrusion program. That’s why I was feeling tired.

“Tens...”

“I got you, Cutter.”

“Pfft!” was all I could manage as I started to deal with the worm currently trying to chew the connection loose.

I’m pretty sure Tens would have tried to help me, but the worm wasn’t alone...and it wasn’t the only type of anti-intrusion coding coming after us. Webs of red started to spread from the edge of the connection, and Tens set to work.

At first, he tried something to loosen its grip on the implant, but then he cursed softly and pulled out a program that looked too much like a flame-thrower for me to ignore.

“Hey...”

“You want to end up a vegetable?” he snapped, when I started to protest, and I couldn’t help it.

“Roasted or fried?”

“Everyone’s a comedian...” Mack snarked, just as Delight appeared in my head.

Now, it was getting crowded! I defanged the worm and then unraveled it with some software of my own. Delight patted me on the shoulder as she shot past.

“Keep it tight, Cutter. Pritch ‘n’ me will fetch the boy.”

They would? I wondered just how much trouble Rohan had ended up in, but she didn’t stop to explain.

“You stay, too, Tens,” she instructed, when Tens would have followed. “I’ll bring him back. I promise.”

Well, if there was one thing we’d learned to rely on, it was a promise from Delight—good or bad. She might be a devious bitch in too many ways to count, but she didn’t make promises she didn’t intend to keep.

“Thanks, Cutter. I love you, too.”

I waved two mental fingers at her, then sent out another program to deal with the next worm making for the connection.

“Tell the boy to hurry. We hit warp in ten... nine...” Case’s voice was an unwelcome interruption.

I reached for Delight, but her reply was succinct.

“We’re coming. Dog is with us.”

Tens looked down the connection, but he didn’t stop his battle with whatever invasive shit the Federation had sent after my head. It took me a minute before I realized I could hear the others returning. The sound of their running footsteps was accompanied by the sound of heavy blaster fire.

“Five.” Case continued with her count down.

“Federation systems,” Delight snarled, running down the connection, with Rohan’s body draped over her shoulders, “always using a hammer when all they need is a fingertip.”

Cascade ran anxiously by her side, and then circled back to seize Pritchard by his belt and tug him backwards. The man was firing a pistol in each hand, punctuating the sound of Delight’s footsteps with a steady rate of fire.

I’m not sure what the hell he’d loaded them with, but the explosions that followed were all out of proportion with their size. Man...those looked handy!

Delight caught the thought as she belted into the room. “Ask him later. I might give him permission to share.”

Now, that sounded promising!

Mack caught her look as she went past. “Get him into his head,” he ordered, indicating Rohan. “I’ll make sure Pritchard gets back.”

She didn’t stop to argue, just jerked her head in a single nod and kept moving, carrying Rohan’s limp consciousness through his link. I wondered what access that would give her later, and figured it was something we could work out exactly then—later.

In the meantime, Mack had headed out into the connection.

“She’s clear!” he yelled, tapping Pritchard on the shoulder.

“Two!” Case called. “Move your ass, Mack. I can’t delay much longer.”

Mack didn’t hesitate. He grabbed Pritchard by the belt and collar and lifted him over his head.

“Cutter, break that connection. On my mark: Three...”

He covered half the distance just as a myriad of small, fast-moving programs swarmed the walls of the tube behind him.

“Two...”

I started slicing. The connection, which had fought so hard to get free of my implant, now fought tooth and nail to keep the connection intact.

“One!” Mack threw himself past me, Cascade leaping through the ether beside him.

I slashed the last piece of code tethering the implant to the Fed ship’s systems, and slammed my mind closed as the swarm boiled out of the loose end and tumbled into nothing.

“Go, Ca—” was as far as Mack got before reality twisted around us and the Shady entered warp.

Oh...god...

Now, I thought, now, I’m going to be sick.

Even Tens’s “Don’t you dare,” sounded kitten weak as he slid back into his own mind, but I don’t think he cared. He was already contacting Doc.

Not that any of us could move until the Shady came out of warp, but at least we knew the doc would be on stand-by when she returned to normal space. With any luck the kid would last that long.

Turns out the doc wasn’t the only one waiting for us when we came out of warp. Abby was waiting, too.
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I didn’t recognize the svelte woman standing at Doc’s side. The fact she was there, and Doc wasn’t kicking up ten kinds of hell, added to the fact Stepyan didn’t have a gun to her head, told me she was someone I should know.

Mack and I led the way out of the shuttle, making sure those waiting got a good look at the lizardine following us with Delight, before Tens emerged. He had eyes for just one person...right up until his gaze passed over the woman—and then he froze.

That made the rest of us stop, too, and we looked from the woman to Tens and back. Doc followed our gazes, looking from Tens to the newcomer and back.

When Tens still didn’t say anything, Doc made an exasperated sound in his throat.

“Where’s the boy?” he demanded, and Tens’s head snapped toward him.

“Cockpit. With the dog.”

“You left him on his own?”

“He’s out cold. I don’t know what happened on the Fed ship but we’re going to need...” He stared at the woman, and I watched the tension leave his frame. “Abby. We’re gonna need...you.”

The woman gave him a brilliant smile, and she sashayed across the hangar to hook her arm through his, turning him back toward the shuttle. “Come along, then, Tens. Show me to your apprentice.”

His jaw dropped, and mine followed suit. That throaty purr meant only one thing...at least when humans made it.

Abby caught my thought...and why was I not surprised? She caught my thought, and gave me a sultry wink that made me blush.

Tens blushed, too, but he ignored the bait and drew her back to the shuttle.

They both stopped when the lizardine warriors bristled, pivoting to interpose themselves between the councilor and Abby. She looked the nearest one up and down, before turning her attention to Mikalesket.

“You know what I am,” she told him, “and you know I must pass.”

He dipped his chin in assent, and his guards lowered their weapons. Mikalesket signaled Abby and Tens should continue. The lizardine watched them until they disappeared into the shuttle, and then gave the medical team the same close scrutiny.

How Doc had gotten past them, I didn’t work out until later...and then I’d remembered the councilor could walk through minds. He’d known Doc’s purpose before the man had headed toward them, and, I assumed, had passed that on to his escort.

Either way, Abs and Tens followed, leaving Mack and me to introduce the councilor and his guards to Stepyan.

“Stepyan, this is Councilor Mikalesket’k’Tvor and his close protection team,” Mack told the assassin. “They are guests on the Shady and under our protection.”

Stepyan looked Mikalesket up and down, then shifted his attention to the councilor’s bodyguards. Stepping forward, he ignored Mack’s half-raised hand, and moved up close to the first guard.

The warrior’s head crest flared with tension, and Mikalesket hissed softly, the sound falling oddly from his human lips. Stepyan didn’t react to the exchange, but stepped around the lizardine guard looking him slowly up and down.

The warrior only let him move so far before preventing him from moving any closer to the councilor. Stepyan’s mouth tightened, but he nodded and repeated the same procedure with the next guard...and the next. As he moved onto the fourth, Mikalesket addressed Mack.

“Tell me, is he being deliberately provocative?” the councilor asked in mild tones.

Having watched the assassin’s actions, Mack shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s not usually this...thorough.”

This earned him a look of reproach from Stepyan, but didn’t stop the assassin from finishing looking over the fourth guard, and moving on to the fifth. Mikalesket and Mack watched until Stepyan had finished and returned to his place.

“And?” Mack asked, eyebrow raised.

Stepyan shrugged. “They seem solid enough.”

The guards bristled, their crests rising and grips tightening on their spears. Stepyan’s lips flickered into the ghost of a smile. “This is my first encounter with your kind. I needed to assess...” He hesitated as though weighing his next words. Finally, he shrugged and said them anyway. “...their vulnerabilities.”

The nearest spear tips lowered, and the councilor cocked his head.

“Why? Do you have a contract on me?”

The look on Mack’s face said Stepyan had better damned well not, and the assassin shook his head, giving Mack a reproachful look.

“No, but I have no doubt I would find one if I looked.”

Again, the guards bristled, and Mack glared at Stepyan.

“What? He asked...and I choose to abide by your rules.”

This earned Mack a curious look from the councilor.

Still glowering at Stepyan, he replied, “The condition of sanctuary aboard the Shady Marie is that I approve all contracts, and they take none that would endanger the ship or her crew.”

Mikalesket nodded. “I see.” He cocked his head, studying Stepyan as closely as the assassin had studied him. “And they work as a pair.”

Stepyan’s hands clenched, and he cast Mack a look of askance. “There are rules when it comes to poking around in other sentients’ heads.”

I snickered, and Mikalesket’s lower jaw dropped.

“These are protocols I believe none of you have followed with Cutter.”

This made me the temporary center of everyone’s attention, but the councilor hadn’t finished.

“I also see you are curious as to why I look as human as the rest of you,” he continued, his voice taking on the hardness of flint. “I can assure you that I am not.”

As we watched, his shape flickered and then flowed until he resembled his escort. His words continued in our minds.

“This is my natural form, but I am descended from the higher echelons of my people’s ruling class, and













































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
aGH W e " DUsESEY
IIIII:'IIZIﬂl'
n

ﬂlfl:ﬂﬂﬂﬁx’l Iﬂ!
’\ &

/ g)\ 4 \‘

€
N -
—

¢ 1. Sinpaon





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





