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Odyssey is everywhere and nowhere, a set of vigilante mercenaries masquerading as a cruise line company, they do their best to keep the worst of the elements in the universe in check. Whether it be protecting the original inhabitants of newly discovered worlds, rescuing kidnapped kids or assets, or stopping slave traders and world breakers in their tracks, the company does its best to bring justice to a universe where nothing’s ever as simple as it seems. Their agents come in many guises, and Delight is their most famous. These stories take us on a tour through the underside of life among the stars, revealing a little of the company’s dealings, its origins and operations and its people.
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For all those who believed in me enough, that eventually I had to believe in myself.
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Thank you.
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Hello, and welcome to the Tales of Odyssey and Miss Delight. This collection contains all the stories I’ve so far written featuring the vigilante cruise-liner company, Odyssey. Some of you will have come to know the company through the 6-book Mack ‘n’ Me ‘n’ Odyssey series or the Strays of Lunar One series currently in development. Others of you might have seen them mentioned in the flash fiction collections from which they emerged, or the recent Tales of Mack ‘n’ Me collection, which gathered together the adventures of Mack and Cutter and the crew of the Shady Marie.

Because of the close ties Delight has with Mack and Cutter, it was difficult not to include stories from that collection here, or to duplicate entries, and I struggled to limit that overlap to only two duplicate entries. As you read, you will notice that quite a few of the stories included in this collection could have appeared in Tales of Mack ‘n’ Me, and aren’t...and I can guarantee there are a number of stories in the Mack ‘n’ Me collection, which could have been included in Tales of Odyssey and Miss Delight, and which haven’t been.

The stories here are mostly arrayed in the order in which they were written, except when it comes to the stories of Koschade’s Grove and Jeremy, which occurred years before Delight’s origin story. Those I’ve put up front so their chronology is a little clearer, and you can get some idea of how long the company has been in operation.

When I first discovered them in my flash fiction, I had no idea they would become such a large part of the universe I was creating, but without them, I’d never have been able to complicate Mack and Cutter’s or Oliver and Lewis’s lives anywhere near as much as I have.

For me, Odyssey is a force for good, but one that has to negotiate every shade of gray in a universe where questions of right and wrong are never cut and dried.
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Written on October 27, 2013, this piece first appeared in 365 Days of Flash Fiction, and describes the build-up to, perhaps, the first incident in which Oberon intervened.
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Tarkine’s Wrath crashed on what would have been Earth’s Christmas Eve. The wreck was cause for celebration, but grief was the overwhelming emotion. Tarkine’s Wrath had been set to strafe Koschade’s Grove. It would have succeeded, too, if the dragons had not intervened—and where there were dragons, there were men and women mounted on their backs to handle the laser cannons and dark matter generators. Tarkine’s Wrath wanted tribute the settlers didn’t have, but all agreed that losing one dragon, let alone five and their crews, was too high a price to pay. Today, we welcome Dragon Dance Eve.
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Written on October 27, 2013, this piece first appeared in 365 Days of Flash Fiction, and describes the build-up to, perhaps, the first incident in which Oberon intervened.
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I stood on Hilliards Heights overlooking Koschade’s Grove. The settlement had grown in the last twenty years, but the wreck of Tarkine’s Wrath protruded from the ground beyond, skeletal from two decades of colonists picking its bones—obsolete. Tarkine’s Revenge was a better ship. The dragon, Keskeveran, nudged my side, and I glanced at the other men and women on our crew. The Revenge might be shinier, but that wasn’t going to save it. This time, the only dragons in the air would have force fields to protect them, as would the Grove. Concealed ground turrets that would end Tarkine’s heir.
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Written on October 27, 2013, this piece first appeared in 365 Days of Flash Fiction, and is the beginning of Jeremy’s origin story.
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“Shiny!” And never was a more bad-tempered word spat from an angry mouth. Not that I could blame cook. The galley was, after all, far from shiny and she’d have to take care of three whiny kids who couldn’t be tucked back into hyper-sleep where they belonged because it was dangerous to do it too often and we’d only just woken the little beggars up. It was a decision the pirates were to regret.

Apparently, ten-year olds have no mercy, and seven-year-olds are worse. They have no conscious; it’s just not on the developmental charts at that age. The cook and the twelve-year old knocked the first two pirates out with the heaviest skillets they could find, and the kids had a hold of the laser pistols and were out the door before either of their two babysitters could stop them.

Personally, I don’t think they tried too hard.
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A Whiny Brat Grows Up
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Written on October 27, 2013, this piece first appeared in 365 Days of Flash Fiction, and records Jeremy’s recruitment to Odyssey, although it was Oberon at the time.
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“What did you expect me to become?” Jeremy raised his head.

“I...didn’t know.”

“I killed a man. Actually, I killed several, and I still don’t regret it. I was seven. Now, I’m seventeen, and no-one can tell me I can’t get back to doing what I’m obviously best at.”

“Obviously.”

“Any reason why I shouldn’t?”

“You’re a much better cook. Could be a chef on the Oberon’s flag ship.”

“Cooking for tourists?”

“Amongst other things. I’ve been authorized to hire you for all your skills.”

“I didn’t think cruise ships needed killers.”

“No, but they do need bodyguards.”

“Done.” And Jeremy Vandenberg was hired.

Six years later, he watched as ground turrets took out Tarkine’s Revenge, saw the pirate sister-ship prepare to slide into the atmosphere and take the dragons down.

“She know we’re here?” he asked.

The captain shook her head.

Jeremy sent the firing solution to take Tarkine’s Pride out of space.

Who said luxury cruise liners went unarmed?
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Written on August 24, 2014, this piece first appeared in Another 365 Days of Poetry, and continues tracking the story of the first incident in which Oberon, later Odyssey, intervened.
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Furled,

the great wings rest

close against the dragon’s sides.

It breathes quietly,

taking a break from the fire.

Smoke trickles,

fading with each breath.

Anger abates.

Red eyes fade to gold.

I breathe a sigh of relief,

creep from my hiding place,

stand in plain sight,

let my knees fold.

The dragon regards me.

“What,” it begins, “do your people need?”

I speak of the starships,

the colony’s new life,

the people below,

the ones bringing strife.

“Permission,” I say “to protect us all.”

“How?” it asks.

I am slow to explain,

of drake mounted cannon teams,

of lasers and harness,

of danger and death, all a-new.

“You are the oldest.

You hold the sway.”

“Leave me,” it said.

“I will see what they say.”

Several days passed,

then friendships were forged.

Koschade’s Grove lived.

Star-pirates were torched.
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Koschade’s Treaty Stands
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Written on March 2, 2014, this piece first appeared in 365 Days of Flash Fiction, and continues tracking the story of the first incident in which Oberon, later Odyssey, intervened.
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The dragons here aren’t frenzied bestial giants of Earth legend. They’re still big, big enough to mount four cannons and crews  and a forcefield generator on, but they’re intelligent. We created an alliance with them, not long after landing. Colonial Council did not recognize them as sentients, but Koschade did, and to him, as much as them, we owe our survival. Without the dragons Koschade’s Grove would have fallen to the pirates of Tarkine’s Wrath. I stood before their leader, wanting to weep, as I apologized.

“I could not make them see.”

“Not your fault,” it said, and sighed, the warmth of its breath curling around my face. “You understand that we must fight for our world?”

“I do.” I looked the dragon in the eye, and made my people’s request, heart in mouth. “Will you let us fight alongside you?”

It studied me, great eyes unblinking.

“We have filed the secession papers,” I added. “We did not ask for permission. We told them their decision meant our choice was irrevocable.”

“You would stand alone?”

“If you refused us, we would have no other option. We will not be forced to betray you. We owe—”

“You owe us nothing!” the dragon snapped. “If anything, we owe you. Without you, this moment would have come much more swiftly.”

“But Tarkine—”

“Tarkine was not the first, and your Council will not be the last. I trust you have lobbied other worlds?”

I nodded, thinking of Oberon. The company had pledged their liners ‘and other services’ to our cause. And they were not alone.

“We have allies,” I said.

“Then we have a chance of victory,” the dragon replied. “Welcome to our world  and yours.”
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Written in May, 2019, an example of a Crapsey Type 2 cinquain, for A Year of Writing Poetry, this verse also appeared in Another 365 Days of Poetry
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Dragons

Unfurl their wings

Leap skyward bearing men

To fight a new threat from the skies

Raiders
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Waiting for Judgement
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Written on July 6, 2015, this piece first appeared in 366 Days of Poetry, and continues tracking the story of the first incident in which Oberon, later Odyssey, intervened.
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Here we stand.

The land sweeps away,

falls from the mountains,

becomes the plains.

The ragged plumes rise

of the forested hills

that descend to the beach front,

where the waves never still.

We wait for the judgement.

It’s not ours to say

if the planet can be home to us,

or if we must be sent away.

That decision lies

with the creatures, who were here before,

the dragons who came to our aid,

who answered when, in need, we called.

So, we wait for their judgment,

while the pirate ship’s hot corpse

smokes, and slowly blackens,

a memorial of sorts

to the first piece of teamwork,

between our species wrought

in defense of a planet

from a pirate raider’s dreadnought.
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The Origins and Background of Agent Delight
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An Absolute Delight
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Written on March 10, 2014, this piece first appeared in 365 Days of Flash Fiction, and is the beginning of Delight’s origin story, the early stages of her relationship with Jeremy. It is also Pritchard’s first appearance, this time, as the narrator.
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“Oh, she’s an absolute delight!” Mel assures me, slinging a little red jacket over her shoulder, something to offset the little black number she’s wearing.

I wave her out the door, making sure I lock it. The ‘absolute delight’ sits on the couch, her dainty sixteen-year-old feet tucked beneath her. She greets my look with a raised eyebrow, but doesn’t speak until her mother’s car pulls out the drive.

“You can leave, now,” she says.

Uh huh. I step into the room proper, pretend to prop myself just inside the doorway.

“Sorry, sweetheart.”

Getting Mel out of harm’s way was easy, just send her to some top-of-the-town function with an eligible bachelor of the appropriate age and social standing.

Reports had it the kid was an absolute, all right, just not a delight. Who was I to disabuse her mother of the notion? Reports also had it that Ms. Delight had made it to the top of the sorority hit list, and with this crowd that is something we take seriously.

These girls play rough, learning the art of assassination at their mothers’ knees. I don’t mean literally, but these kids know who to hire and how it’s done. Most of them have been targets since birth. A few have made it to three or four before their families became interesting enough for an attempt to be made on their kids.

Mel’s a newcomer to the elite. Delight had been eight before she’d lost her first bodyguard. Mel had been horrified to learn the rumors were true, and put us on the payroll immediately. We hadn’t been able to save her husband, but, then, he’d hired the opposition and they’d been bought. Mel and Ms. Delight are on their own.

“If you don’t leave, I’ll tell everyone you indecently assaulted me.”

I smile. We record everything we do. The recording systems wired into our skulls never switch off. The company claims it keeps us honest. Mostly it’s because of situations like this. I ignore her.

“They’re coming,” I say.

She starts to laugh, takes a good look at my face and stops.

“When?”

Interesting she doesn’t ask who.

“Someone’s hire for tonight.”

I watch her face as she goes through the possibilities, see her pull one up that means something, and blanch.

“And you’re all they sent to keep me safe?” I hear the brief note of panic in her voice.

“From what I hear, you can take care of yourself. We didn’t want them to know you’d been warned.” I don’t tell her that her mum’s dangerously low on cash, that she can’t pay for more than me. She’ll learn that soon enough.

I also don’t tell her that my employers are going under, that, cash or not, I’m all they’ve got to spare.

Again, Ms. Delight studies me, nods.

“Plans?”

“You’re in the easiest room to defend. We take ‘em as they come.” I watch her absorb it.

“Best you close the door,” she says, and her eyes check our surroundings.

Can’t fault that, but then we have trained her and, delight or not, she’s a damn fine student. Lucky for her, because the company’s right; I can’t do it on my own. If she’d been the usual whiny rich brat, she’d have been dead, and so would I.

They send six, three more than we expect. I go down, bleeding from a knife-slash across the gut, trying to breath past cracked ribs from where the vest stopped a few rounds, and immobilized by a knee that’s going to need some serious reconstruction. The assassin goes past and. Ms. Delight takes him out with a move we sure as shit haven’t taught her. She checks the all clear, drags me to cover and tips a book case across what’s left of the door. I nearly pass out, somehow don’t.

“Now, we’re safe.” She hits the emergency retrieval button, sees my surprise and grins.

“You don’t think I’m late home because I dawdle on the way from class?” she says. “I took some extra tuition.”

“Where?”

“My boyfriend works for Odyssey.”

Things fall into place. Her father held shares in Odyssey, or Oberon as it’s sometimes called, and was killed for it. The company runs luxury liners, and is one of the best security firms in the business.

Ms. Delight cuts my shirt away from the wound in my stomach, takes a look in, and turns an odd shade of green.

“Don’t...” I whisper, but she swallows hard, cuts a clean piece of linen from the back of the couch and covers the wound.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” she agrees, her voice husky as she tears strips from a wall hanging to bind the cloth in place. “Mum is going to kill me.”

She might have been right, but Mr. Suitable had taken matters into his own hands, and Mel had had her own battle to fight.

We’re picked up and spirited home to base, long before we learn about it. Ms. Delight surprises me by visiting medical, accompanied by a young man claiming to be a cook. I take one look at his eyes and say, “My ass.”

He smirks.

“I could cook that, too, but I’ve been told to give you this, instead.”

It’s a contract. I look at him.

“Last Line went under yesterday. Katriana convinced the brass we should take you on.”

Movement at the end of the bed catches my eye, the doctor. He looks at my visitors, notes the contract in my hand.

“I’d sign it, son, otherwise I’m putting you on the street as of ten minutes ago.” He flicks a switch and the entertainment unit lights up to report Last Line’s demise.

I take his advice and the Odyssey team have me out of there inside five minutes. 

When I next see Ms. Delight, she’s wearing the uniform of an Odyssey stewardess, and I’m in a tank regrowing what I’ve lost. By then I know about her mum, know Odyssey have successfully retrieved Mel and put her on the payroll.

“I accessed the recording,” Katriana says, adding, “So, am I?”

“What?”

“An absolute delight?”

“You’re an unmitigated shit,” I say, trying not to laugh, “but you did just fine, Katriana.”

“Call me Ms. Delight,” she says, and I don’t feel like laughing any more.

She takes one look at my face and walks away giggling.

“It’s my cover name,” she explains. “You do know you talk in your sleep, right?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

An Agent on the Mend
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Written on July 14, 2014, this piece first appeared in 365 Days of Flash Fiction, and follows the first stages of Delight and Pritchard’s partnership, as narrated by Pritchard.
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“You hacked my head!” I was furious.

Ms. Delight merely raised her eyebrows and smirked.

“Do you blame me?”

“Yes. Yes, I blame you. It’s...it’s like rape.”

Her smirk grew wider, almost a smile.

“Not quite,” she said, and her smirk vanished into solemnity. “I had to know the truth.”

“Of what?” I could still hear the outrage in my voice, but was helpless to stop it.

“About my father,” she said, and a look crept into her eyes, a shadow that helped me understand.

There was still a little girl hiding inside our tough, uncompromising Ms. Delight, a little girl who missed her daddy. She’d needed to know he hadn’t abandoned her, hadn’t been unfaithful to her mother. She was watching my face, and saw the understanding dawn. Gently, she laid her palm against my cheek and trailed her fingers away. This time, I felt her leave my mind. I opened my mouth to protest as she slid off the edge of my bed and walked towards the door.

“Oy,” I said, but I was still weak, still growing things back from saving her. It came out as a whisper.

She turned, and all sign of the little girl was gone. Agent Delight was back, her expression formidable.

“If you breathe a single word,” she said. “You’re dead.”
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Rookie Rescue
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Written on July 14, 2014, this piece first appeared in 365 Days of Flash Fiction, and follows the Delight on one of her first rescue missions.
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“The girl is a machine!”  Tigroth said.

Marrietta whirled, eyes flashing, face flushed with anger.

“Say that again, and I will break something you’re attached to,” she said, her voice snarling out around us.

“Oooh, I’m scared.”

“Well, you should be,” Ms. Delight said, “because she will.”

Tigroth turned to look at her.

“You are shitting me?”

Delight smiled, and I gave him a look that most had learned to respect. He stilled.

“You’re not shitting me.”

“Nope. She’s worked hard, earned every skill she’s got, and put up with the likes of you all the way through.”

“How many?” Tigroth wanted to know.

“Thirty.”

“Thirty!”

“And those are the ones I can remember.”

“What do you mean?”

I watched Marrietta’s eyes go hollow, saw her pull blankness across her face to hide the hurt.

“Some heard of me and decided I shouldn’t have a chance. They didn’t bother introducing themselves. I don’t remember... I don’t know who they were.” She turned to me and Ms. Delight. “What next?”

“You need to get Tig and Pritchard out of here,” she says, and glances suddenly towards the door.

“How many?” I unsling the rifle.

Retrieval mission, my ass. We were sent here to take out as many of the raiders as we could, and blow the station before any of Odyssey’s files got out into the wild. We were never expected to make it out alive. Marrietta is the only one of the fresh graduates to have survived the slaughter, the only Odyssean to have survived at all.

Delight came against orders, because she knew what was at stake, knew Marrietta and Tig would be the ones to set the charges, and destroy the training grounds and every file amongst them. She’s more psychic than she lets on. She took me because I’m the most experienced agent to have made it past her guard, the one who gave her the truth when everyone else was lying to protect her. Even Jeremy. Boy, had he been in for a surprise.

But they got past it. He’s Delight’s ace in the hole, and he arrives right on schedule, with a captain so seriously pissed at him that I wondered what stunt he’d pulled to get five ships to the asteroid field in time to pick us up before the air in our suits ran out.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Death of Miss Delight
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Started on August 2, 2014, and finished on August 24, 2014, this piece first appeared in 365 Days of Flash Fiction, and records one of Delight’s many brushes with death, as narrated by Pritchard.
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Miss Delight was dead—or she would have been if I hadn’t stuffed her into a regen crate and shipped her off to HQ. Even then, she nearly didn’t make it. I’d wanted to go with her, but we had business, and she wouldn’t have forgiven me, if she’d gotten all shot to hell for no gain. Hell, I wouldn’t have forgiven me.

I’d warned her she was going to get herself shot where it wouldn’t grow back, but she’d just laughed—and then very nearly made my words come true. I’d let her draw fire, and gotten past them, retrieved the data, and the agent attached to it, and made it back in time to see her fall. Didn’t take me long to drop the rest of them. They hadn’t seen me, weren’t expecting an attack from that angle. Trust me, by the time I was done they weren’t never going to have the chance to grow anything back, ever again.

I grabbed Delight and slung her over my shoulder, let the agent take the rear and got us the heck out of there. The regen crate thing happened and I’d shipped it, returning to find the agent retrieving his data and making a deal.

I let him run, and then I ran him down. If his new allies hadn’t shot him out an airlock, I’d have given him to Miss Delight. As it was, I got the data back, fell into an escape pod and broke atmosphere with stasis kicking in.

HQ was pleased, and I still beat Delight in getting out of Medical. I watched her die twice more, before they managed to get her on the mend, and then I had to convince the cook he should let her kill me herself.
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A Delightful Revenant
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Started on August 20, 2014, and finished on August 24, 2014, this piece first appeared in 365 Days of Flash Fiction, and records Miss Delight’s recovery, as narrated by Pritchard.
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I watched my Miss Delight rise from the vat, dripping head to toe with the goo that helped her grow it all back. I was glad to see her, but her eyes were empty pits of rage. Time in the vat does nothing to diminish sorrow, or the need for closure and revenge. Odyssey knew she would rise angry. They knew what she would need to do. And they knew they’d need someone she trusted if they had a snowball’s chance of bringing her back.

Odyssey also knew her fiancé was just fine, that he hadn’t died in the insurrection on the Infidelous Tramp. But they didn’t tell her, just as I hadn’t told him that the reason she’d gotten herself shot all to shit was because she’d thought he’d died, three galaxies away, and just hadn’t cared anymore.

No, we didn’t tell her, because we needed her to hunt down the Infidelous and its crew, to go where none of us dared, not yet. She was to be our way in, and we needed her at her coldest and most merciless or she just wouldn’t succeed.

Her fiancé was blowing holes in a holographic image of me. I didn’t mind. He thought it was my fault she’d almost gotten herself on the list of Odyssey’s fallen, and I hadn’t set him straight. Hell, I’d even made sure there was a holo of me for him to find. Of course, it was a holo that rendered him unconscious the minute the call came through she was waking up.

We locked him in his cabin, and I made sure I was around, when she came out of regen.

“Don’t try to stop me,” she said, when the last lead fell away.

I shook my head.

“I’ll be going with you.”

That won me a small smile, so I didn’t tell her why.

Apparently, I made a half-way decent-looking woman, one with definite appeal for a certain section of the Infidelous’ crew. When Miss Delight got through with them, and then found the security footage of her fiancé faking his own death, she blew the ship and headed back to base.

I’m not even sure she meant to take me back with her, or if I just lucked out on the shuttle I was investigating when she was through.

I kept well out of sight until we were back at base, and I made darn sure the shuttle guns and launchers were out of action before I got there. She sent one message in on approach—“Where is he?”—and Odyssey had the sense to send her his cabin’s location and the key.
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The Handover
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Written on August 4, 2015, this piece first appeared in 366 Days of Flash Fiction, and records Delight’s extraction of a corporate leader under duress.
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Dark glasses covered her eyes. A woolen scarf covered her neck to her ears. The long grey coat hid an arsenal fit for any assassin, but was so well cut that no-one thought her anything more than the high-society lady she purported to be.

She walked right into the theatre, unbuttoning her coat. By the time she took her client by the hand, and pulled him into the curve of her body, she was able to wrap the coat around him. When the first assassin struck, she had a weapon in each hand, and was running her client to the door. He’d had the sense to pull her coat in front of himself, and had closed his mouth on any protest. He had called for the best.

She got him out, and into the car now parked in the foyer, and the driver had them out of the theatre before the door had closed.

“Glad to have you aboard,” the client said, once he’d disentangled himself from her coat.

The woman gave him a long, cool look and tilted her chin towards the other side of the car.

“I’m not your bodyguard,” she said. “I’m just retrieval.”

The client turned his attention to the man sitting quietly by the other door.

“You couldn’t get me out?”

“I wouldn’t have let you get into the mess, and I would have kept you alive for retrieval.”

“But you couldn’t have gotten me out.”

“Not if I’d been with you and identified as your bodyguard from the first. They’d have nailed me before I’d gotten out of my seat.”

“Then why do I want you?”

“Because he will keep you alive where I will probably get sick of your stupidity and kill you myself.”

The client stared at her.

“You wouldn’t,” he began, but stopped, when the man at his side laid a hand on his knee.

“Let’s not antagonize her,” the man said, as he settled, then, “Would you like a different bodyguard?”

The client looked at him, and glanced back at where the retrieval agent was cleaning one of the weapons she’d been using.

“I’m not available,” she said, “...and I’m not as good.”

“You recommend him?”

She paused in her cleaning to glare at him.

“I didn’t haul your ass out of there to give you to someone who’ll get it shot off.”

“Right.”

“So, I’ll do then?”

“You will.” The client’s voice was very sure.

“In that case,” his bodyguard said, “might I give you some advice?”

“Certainly.”

“If you want to get home in one piece, leave Agent Delight alone.”
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Helia and the Raiders
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Written on August 4, 2015, this piece first appeared in 366 Days of Flash Fiction, and records Delight’s rescue of an heiress as she retakes a luxury yacht from raiders.
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“Do you want to live forever?” Delight’s words echoed inside Helia’s head.

Do I? she wondered, and paused, giving the question her full attention. Well, no one lives forever. I just didn’t want to die so soon.

And that made it simple. Somewhere Helia remembered reading that it was appointed unto man once to die, and then the judgement. She pondered that, too, as she double-checked her survival suit, and triple-checked her weapons.

And who said my appointment was due? she thought, to keep the fear at bay.

If it was due, she couldn’t avoid it—and if it was not due, she’d survive no matter what she did.

She took the fight to the raiders, using cunning, guile, and sheer brass, taking over the ship’s systems, and venting the mess hall, raiders and all, to space. After that, freeing Miss Delight was a piece of cake, and they took the command centre together.

“There,” Delight said, when they were done, and she was tucking Helia into a regen tank. “Wasn’t that a lot more fun than hiding in your stateroom?”

Looking down to where she was regrowing a leg, a lung, some new intestine, and half an arm, Helia wasn’t so sure, but her bodyguards were looking at her with a lot more respect—and that, on its own, might be worth the pain.
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Delight and the Rescue of Darhagan’s Heir
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Written on July 16, 2018, this piece is scheduled to appear in Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, and records one of Delight’s joint missions with Mack’s crew.
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Katerina Delight stepped off the shuttle and surveyed the uninhabited scrub around her. Somewhere around here her fugitive had gone to ground, and she was going to find him. Get cold feet after agreeing, would he? Well, he was going to learn that there was something worse than not doing what you’d promised. A child’s life was on the line—and now his was, as well.

They’d been supposed to go together. Instead, he’d skipped out of accommodation and left her behind.

Well, too bad. She’d followed the traces he’d left in both the galactic net, and in the flight’s logged...not to mention the security feeds of a dozen frontier worlds. He was here. The scans told her so. She used her implant to scan for his—no way had he discovered the link she’d lodged there. Not yet, anyway...

Tens was good, but it would take him time.

There! She’d found him. She glanced back at her team, sending them the confirmation, and then trotted swiftly into the brushy trees.

He met her twenty meters in, running towards her as fast as he could manage with a child cradled against his chest. He said nothing, just kept moving past. Delight didn’t stop him, but she did look to see what he was running from.

“Scarpil. Degar. Make sure he makes the boat.”

She could feel them coming, wondered how they were tracking Tens when she couldn’t see them—found the tracing program hooked into his implant, its hostile grasp as well-defended as any program she’d have designed to keep someone stationary.

He’d broken enough of it to be able to move, and that was it.

Tracing it back, Delight saw what was coming, and was thankful he hadn’t wasted time.

“Fall back,” she said. “We’re gonna need the fleet.”

Which was why the Emperor Darhagan’s Ship of the Line came into Kalix territory accompanied by three Odyssey battle cruisers and a luxury passenger liner, and why Tens woke up at all. Darhagan’s people had experience with neandrani poisons, and the coding that could replicate their effects inside someone’s mind.

Delight was at Tens’s bedside when he came round. He took one look at her, and smiled.

“Took you long enough.”
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A Delightful Rescue
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Started on April 2, 2020, and finished on May 11, 2020, this piece is scheduled to appear in Another 365 Days of Flash Fiction, and shows one of Delight’s more recent encounters with Mack and the crew of the Shady Marie.
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Delight stalked the corridors of the empty satellite. Fury rolled off her in waves. Not stopping, she slammed a gauntleted fist into the wall beside her. The impact sent ripples of sound down the hall, all of which bounced back carrying nothing more than their own echoes.

She scanned the junction as she reached it, cooing softly, “Come out. Come out. Wherever you are...”

No one answered and she looked over her shoulder.

“Dammit, Pritchard!”

The closed doors to another chamber in the abandoned station beckoned, and she scanned them for tampering before doing some tampering of her own.

“Gotcha...” she murmured, stepping back and to one side as they slid open with a gasp of fetid air.

The sensors on her helmet sent warnings across her HUD and she’d drawn and started firing before the first sign of movement rippled across her vision.

“Yessss,” she hissed as it did.

The many legged nightmare that lashed out from the cover of the wall came as no surprise, and her first spray of solids tore its torso apart before it was fully clear. The spider warrior dropped, ichor oozing from a multitude of cracks and divots in its carapace.

“That’ll teach you not to armor up,” Delight snarled. “Now, what have you done with my much better-tempered half.”

A soft chuckle greeted that statement, and she flipped through the visual modes the HUD offered before finding one that worked.

“My, aren’t you an oversized motherfucker?” she murmured, catching sight of the enormous arach.

Who says we need to armor ourselves? It asked and a small cloud of projectiles lifted away from its form.

Delight slapped the door mechanism, dropping to the floor beside the wall as the door slid closed. Before it did, she fired one last round into the room, and then began belly crawling back the way she’d come as fast as she could manage.

“Three... Two... One!” She kissed the floor, covering her head with her arms.

The explosion ripped through the room beyond, and then through the walls and floor, sending a wash of heat and more organic debris spraying into the corridor.

As soon as it was over, Delight was back on her feet and racing for the gap, firing more of the explosive projectiles into the hole she’d created. This time she didn’t bother waiting to see what might be in ambush.

The explosion had ripped away the shielding that had prevented Jeremy coming up on her scans. The second life form was a surprise.

“Pritchard! You sneaky, lying, sonuva... I’ve a good mind to leave you here.”

“For all the time I’ve got left, you might as well.” Pritchard’s usually mild tones were softer than usual, weak and thready with sickness and fatigue, and then he added, “I’ve called for help. You need to be nice.”

“Nice? Now, why wouldn’t I be...” The HUD picked up the signal of a small transport coming in. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Pritch. Why them?”

“Only ones close enough,” Pritchard explained, as Jeremy gave a short laugh.

“Yeah, Kat. No pulling Mack’s chain...or Cutter’s, either.”

Delight covered the last few meters in a bounce, taking advantage of the destroyed grav control. She made short work of the webbing holding Jeremy and Pritchard in place. She caught sight of movement under the silk binding Pritchard and her stomach rolled.

“How bad, Pritch?”

“Couple of hours. They haven’t really burrowed in, yet,” he wheezed.

“I got you,” she told him, pulling Jeremy clear and feeling guilt at the relief that flooded through her when she found him uninfested.

“Tens!” she shouted. “I need an emergency teleport and a tank standing by for instant immersion on my go. Can you do it?”

It was no surprise when Mack’s second-in-command rapped out a reply. “Profile?”

“Pritchard.”

“Locked.”

Moving fast so she didn’t have to think about it, Delight thumbed the Blazer from solids to flame and hit Pritchard’s middle with a solid burst of fire.

Two screams coincided with her own shriek of “Now! Now! NowNowNow!”

Pritchard vanished in a burst of silver light and the spiderling that had been feeding on him dropped to the
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