
  
  
      
        
          Chorion Osiris

          Ultra Meridian Series: Book 5

		      
          Theo Mann

        

        
          
          invisible Publishing Company

        

      

    


  
  


Copyright © 2024 by Theo Mann

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Keep Reading
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sign Up Once--Get all Theo Mann's free books including brand new releases
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Theo Mann
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Theo Mann (so far)
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Chapter 1




The Reserve Wing Stalwart Remorseless raced between asteroids in the Terigon Hyrax field off the Ichthys Pelma Vein. The ship was too big to maneuver well and its speed kept making the ship crash from one asteroid to another. 

“Be careful, Bandit!” Rodeo barked from the bridge command station.

“Do you want to fly this hunk of junk?” Bandit bellowed from the pilot’s station. “You can take over anytime you like.”

Rodeo changed the subject by turning to Lyons at the station next to him. “How far out are we?”

“At least another half hour in the asteroid field before we get clear enough to make a break for Ultra Meridian.”

“Four more Stalwarts are cutting around the field to head us off!” Emmett called from a different bridge station. “We won’t be clear enough to make a break for Ultra Meridian.”

“We need a different plan,” Rodeo decided. 

“The Reserve Wing will follow us no matter where we go,” Lyons told him. “This Stalwart is too recognizable. The Reserve Wing can track it anywhere.”

“This is the only ship we got,” he countered. “It isn’t like we can just up and swap it for another ship.”

“Yes, we can.” She attacked her controls. “I’m sending you the coordinates of a smuggler’s market where we can trade it.”

Bandit took his eyes off the controls long enough to read the coordinates. “Acrolith Diastema. That’s all the way on the other side of the Hyrax field. I would have to turn around and……”

That moment of distraction made the Remorseless crash into another asteroid. “Bandit!” Rodeo roared.

Bandit seized the controls and hauled the Stalwart around another massive asteroid just in time to avoid a head-on collision. “I’m trying, man!”

“Turn us around and head for Acrolith Diastema,” Rodeo ordered.

Bandit started to turn around to stare at him. “Seriously? Do you realize how long it took us to get here?”

He remembered his mistake in time to face front. He skirted another asteroid, but at that moment, a barrage from the pursuing Daggers pummeled the asteroids nearest him.

The shots deflected off four enormous boulders and sent them wheeling into the Remorseless’s path. Bandit hit the throttle and slalomed between them, but he was still no closer to freedom.

“Turn around, Bandit,” Rodeo ordered again. “We can’t get to Ultra Meridian like this.”

No one on the bridge said a word when Bandit took a turn around one of the giant rocks in his path and pulled the Remorseless back the other way. He gunned the engines and took off at high speed through the field.

The Daggers followed and the rest of the Chorion Team opened fire with the ship’s Howitzers. Gunshots pelted through the asteroid field, struck the asteroids in the Remorseless’s wake, and they tumbled into the Daggers’ path.

The Daggers had to fly in wild courses to avoid colliding with the asteroids. One of the Daggers didn’t adjust in time and detonated on a giant rock rolling straight into its path.

The explosion distracted the other Daggers and the Remorseless separated a little farther from the pursuit. Another Dagger exploded and the pursuit dropped back. 

“The Stalwarts are holding their position,” Lyons reported. “They aren’t coming to cut us off.”

“Set course for Acrolith Diastema, Bandit,” Rodeo ordered.

“And then what?” Emmett asked. “How does this help us get Fiddler back—and Dice and Davenport?”

“Once we get a ship the Reserve Wing can’t trace, we’ll be much better placed to help all of them.” Lyons rested her hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll get them back.”

He swallowed hard and turned away. “We better.”

She turned to her own station and used the controls to scan the planet ahead. Bandit had to weave his way through parsecs of asteroid field to get to a part of space well clear of the Reserve Wing pursuit.

The delay gave Lyons all the time she needed to check that everything was the way she remembered it on Acrolith Diastema.

“Where can we get a ship to trade for this one?” Rodeo asked on the way there.

“I know people there,” Lyons told him. “We can talk to them about it and see what’s available.”

“Make it something fast,” Bandit called over.

“And small.” Rodeo made a face at the bridge around him. “This thing is way too big.”

“If we trade it for something smaller, we’ll probably have enough money left over to buy weapons and any other supplies we need,” Lyons told him.

“Even better.” Rodeo stood up. “I’m going downstairs to brief the boys. Lyons, you can tell Bandit where to set down.”

He was just about to leave the bridge when the door opened and Marshall Lawrence Healey walked in. “Are we at Ultra Meridian yet?”

“We aren’t going to Ultra Meridian,” Rodeo told him.

“We’re going to Acrolith Diastema,” Bandit added from his station.

Healey raised his eyebrows. “Is that a good idea?”

“Do you know about it?” Lyons asked.

“Everyone knows about it,” Healey replied. “It’s the biggest steaming smugglers sewer in the whole Confederacy.”

“Except for Pandora’s Needle, right?” Emmett interrupted.

“We can’t go to Ultra Meridian,” Rodeo told him. “The Reserve Wing is already lying in wait for us and this Stalwart is too recognizable. Lyons says we can trade this ship for something else at Acrolith Diastema. What do you think of that plan?”

Healey glanced over at Lyons and they shared a moment of silent communication. Lyons had never spent this much time around lawmen in her life.

Now she saw instantly that Healey understood. Lyons was a smuggler. Healey was a Confederate Marshall. 

They would have been blood enemies if they hadn’t both gotten caught on the wrong side of Admiral Killian Joyce’s cockamamie plan to blow up the Confederacy.

Healey looked away and shrugged. “I suppose it’s as good a plan as any.”

“You better stay hidden, Marshall,” Rodeo told him. “If the place is crawling with smugglers and we plan to negotiate with smugglers, they won’t be happy to see you.”

Healey snorted. “They won’t be happy to see you, either, son. Besides, I can pull some strings with the local sheriff and get us a stamp to buy weapons and anything else we need. Being a marshall on Acrolith Diastema won’t be all bad.”

Rodeo only shrugged. “If you say so.”

He walked out and left Lyons and Healey looking at each other. She broke eye contact first and went back to studying her controls.

She searched the planet ahead, but she couldn’t see what she wanted to know about it from up here. She would just have to wait until she got down on the ground. That should be interesting.

She was just hoping Healey would leave the bridge, but instead, he came over to her station, looked over her shoulder, and pointed at the screen. “Why are you researching Yuki Duetis? Why are you reading his criminal record?”

“I know him,” Lyons muttered without looking up. “I was just checking to see how active he still is.”

Healey raised his eyebrows again. “He’s active, all right. He’s very active.”

“I know,” she mumbled.

“How do you know him?”

“The smuggling word is close-knit.” She changed to a different screen. “Everyone has to trade and negotiate with each other all the time. It’s impossible not to know almost everybody if not literally everybody.”

Healey shrugged. “If I ever crossed paths with Yuki Duetis, one of us wouldn’t be going home that night.”

Lyons looked up in surprise. “You know him?”

Healey snorted. “How could I not?” He bent over the list she’d been reading. “I know quite a few people on this list—and not in a nice way.”

“Maybe it’s better if you don’t go out there, then.”

“I’ll have to if I want to visit the local sheriff.”

“We don’t need a stamp,” she pointed out. “We can buy the stuff under the table. We’ll blend in better that way. Having a stamp will only make us more noticeable…..and you’re as wanted as we are. The local sheriff will try to take you into custody.”

“I doubt that. I know him, too.”

Lyons went through some more records on her controls. “Sheriff Lurin Kagne. I don’t know him.”

“Count your lucky stars. He’s a true-blue lawman. He can’t stand people like you.”

Lyons cracked a grin. “People like me. That’s a good one considering we’re on the same ship running the same mission now.”

He smiled at her, but he held eye contact way too long. He studied her in a way that made her uncomfortable—almost as if he could see all the things she wasn’t telling him—or anyone else.

He inclined his head in the other direction as if he wanted to ask her something, but he stopped himself and then Bandit interrupted. “I’m coming out of the Hyrax field now. Tell me where to go.”

She bent over her controls again. “I’m sending you coordinates to land outside of town. Keep clear of the houses so you don’t squash anybody.”

He grimaced, twisted up his mouth in the wrong shape, and angled his head back and forth while he sneered in a sing-song voice. “Be careful you don’t squash anybody, Bandit!” He changed back to his normal voice and muttered, “Like I don’t know how to land a ship.”

She laughed and he spun around to stare at her. She nodded toward his controls. “You might want to watch what you’re doing so you don’t squash anybody.”

He faced front, steered the ship out of the asteroid field, and then sprinted the last dozen parsecs to Acrolith Diastema.

He hovered in orbit for a while, but there was nothing down there. Lyons scanned the surroundings. The Reserve Wing didn’t follow the Remorseless here.

“Something isn’t right,” Healey muttered. “They should have followed us.”

“I know,” Lyons murmured. “Maybe if we get a ship they can’t track, we’ll be able to sneak away before they find out where we are.”

He shook his head. “They know where we are. This is the only refuge for lightyears around. It wouldn’t be too hard for them to track us from here, either.”

“So what are we supposed to do?” Bandit asked. “We can’t just keep flying around in this bucket of bolts.”

“Take us down,” Lyons ordered. “We have to dump the Remorseless either way and we won’t be able to do that up here.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Lyons left the Remorseless’s  bridge and went downstairs. She planned to arm herself from the Stalwart’s weapons locker, but when she passed one of the ship’s many crew lounges, she heard voices yelling in there.

She stopped at the threshold to see Rodeo in full confrontation with the rest of the Chorion Team. They all surrounded him yelling at once.

Lyons couldn’t make out what they were arguing about. The four young women from the Armageddon Core sat around on the couches watching and listening.

Lyons stood in the doorway. She didn’t want to get involved in whatever these boys were so agitated about.

Rodeo finally held up his hands. “Shut your holes!” he thundered. “We don’t have a choice about this!”

“What were you thinking—bringing us back to Acrolith Diastema?” Alla snapped. “Didn’t we get into enough trouble here last time?”

“What part of, ‘we don’t have a choice,’ did you not understand?” Rodeo snapped. “It was either come here or fly straight into the Reserve Wing’s guns.”

“I’ll take the Reserve Wing,” Axel returned.

“Then it’s a good thing you aren’t in charge,” Rodeo countered. “We’re already on the planet. The only question is whether you boys are going to go out there and get your heads shot off or if you might at some point display enough intelligence to stay on the ship and stay hidden.”

“That won’t make a difference if Yuki Duetis comes after us,” Coon pointed out. “If you go outside and he sees you, he’ll realize we’re all here. Hiding on a Reserve Wing Stalwart won’t stop him from coming after all of us.”

“Don’t you think I’ve thought of that?” Rodeo fired back. “I wasn’t planning to go out there, either. Lyons knows people here.”

“Actually,” she interrupted from the doorway, “the people I know here are Yuki Duetis….and a few other people.”

“You see?” Laub interjected. “This is a disaster waiting to happen.”

“So…..you all plan to stay on the ship?” Lyons looked back and forth between them. “All of you? That means I’ll be going out there alone.”

“We’re definitely staying on the ship,” Flack chimed in from the couch. “You won’t catch me going out there and showing my face anywhere the Reserve Wing might see me.”

“The Reserve Wing won’t see you,” Lyons told her. “The Reserve Wing isn’t here.”

“Famous last words,” Fizzle muttered.

Lyons threw up her hands. “Hey, if none of you wants to go out there, I’ll go alone.”

“No, you won’t.” Rodeo turned around. “I’m going with you.”

Another outbreak of yelling erupted from the other Chorions. Rodeo stood in front of them and took it without saying anything this time. 

He propped his hands on his hips and waited for them to shut up, but they didn’t. They kept going off on him until Healey and Emmett came downstairs from the bridge with Bandit.

“What’s going on?” Healey asked over the noise.

“These boys know Yuki Duetis,” Lyons told him. “They don’t want Rodeo to go with me to negotiate for the ship. The boys are worried Yuki will come after them as soon as he realizes they’re on the planet.”

Healey waited for a break in the argument and asked, “Why don’t you all go after Yuki instead? If you all rolled up on him, he wouldn’t be able to come after you. You could make it out that you don’t care if he comes after you or not because you could put him down if he did.”

“That would lend quite a dose of credibility to my negotiation,” Lyons added.

Rodeo waved at them. “You see? I’m not the only one who wants to face Yuki.”

“I never said I wanted to face Yuki,” Healey corrected. “You won’t catch me setting foot in the same room with the man.”

“Me, either,” Alla replied.

“What’s your problem?” Rodeo countered. “Yuki is half your size. You could swallow him in one gulp.”

“But not his whole army,” Alla pointed out. “If we take out Yuki, the rest of his people will come after us in revenge.”

“Actually, they won’t,” Lyons interrupted. “Not if you’re with me.”

All eyes turned to stare at her. “They won’t?”

She raised her hands in surrender. “It’s a long story. Who’s coming?”

Dead silence fell over the lounge for a second before Rodeo said, “I’m definitely going.”

The other boys exchanged glances.

“Oh, come on,” Rodeo chided. “You can’t all be that chickenshit. Axel, you come with me. Wolf, Laub, and Alla can come, too. Breeze, you stay here.”

“Definitely,” Lyons added and a few of the boys snickered.

“Go arm up,” Rodeo told them and turned to the others.

“We’re staying here,” Friend told him.

He only shrugged. “Fine. What about you, Emmett?”

“I guess I’ll come. I have nothing else to do.”

Rodeo turned to Healey. “And you’re splitting off for the Sheriff’s Office, right, Marshall?”

“Right.”

Rodeo nodded and the crew dispersed—at least, they split into two groups. Those staying behind stayed behind.

Lyons, Healey, Emmett, Rodeo, Wolf, Alla, Axel, and Laub went downstairs to the ship’s hold where they loaded themselves with weapons. 

Lyons got herself a nice shiny new XQ-62. She was just loading it when the group heard a clunk through the bulkhead nearby.

Laub spun around. “What was that?”

“I think Beauty is working on the ship,” Lyons told him. 

“Wonderful,” Alla muttered. “We won’t have a ship to trade when he finishes with it.”

“But the buyer will never know that,” Lyons told him and snapped her ammo cylinder into the magazine. “Beauty knows how to work on ships.”

“That might be the only thing he knows.” Healey stuck his loaded weapons into his holsters and headed for the hatch. “I’ll see you people on the other side. Make sure you come back alive.”

He walked off across the open ground to the town in the distance. Lyons and the others approached the hatch more slowly. 

Laub puffed out his cheeks in a deep breath. “I never thought I’d come back here.”

“Neither did I,” Lyons murmured.

Emmett glanced at her. “What do you know about this place?”

“What don’t I know about this place?” She stepped outside. “If we’re doing this, let’s get it done so we can get out of here.”

She set off toward the town in the distance. Memories flooded her as she got nearer to it. The sounds, the smells of roasting food, the hubbub of voices coming from the market—they all brought back memories good and bad.

Walking back into this place felt like walking into the past…..except this wasn’t the past. She was coming back here with the Chorion Team….and Emmett.

They kept her anchored in the present. She wasn’t the person she had been when she left Acrolith Diastema. 

She hadn’t been back to this place in years. She never thought she’d ever come back. 

Now she was coming back as a fugitive from the Reserve Wing, but she couldn’t bring herself to feel any shame about that.

She was prouder of becoming a fugitive from the Reserve Wing than of anything else she’d ever done in her life. She finally did the right thing by helping Davenport. 

She was still helping him now by helping the rest of the crew retrieve the Ziprothil. She might not be as good as Davenport, but she could at least help him when he couldn’t carry on his mission himself.

She had to remember that at all costs. She couldn’t let all the sights, smells, sounds, and memories of Acrolith Diastema break her focus from her current mission—and the person she’d become to carry it out.

She wasn’t the same person she’d been when she started this. She wasn’t the same person who’d taken the Ithium on board the Echo Omicron.

She knew then that whoever stole the Ithium from Helios Sanctus planned to use it for something bad. She told herself that their plans didn’t concern herself. Her only job was to transport the Ithium—nothing more.

Those days felt like a hundred years ago. She couldn’t even think of herself making a decision like that now.

She never would have thought to put herself in danger to help a lawman before. The person she’d been then never would have stuck her neck out to stop Admiral Joyce from carrying out his plot. She would only have cared about protecting herself.

She had to struggle to stay oriented when she walked into the market. She saw plenty of people she knew. She smiled and waved at them. It would be so easy to slip right back into this life and go on the way she did before.

Then she noticed people glaring at Wolf and Rodeo. The stallholders and customers definitely recognized them.

“Maybe you boys shouldn’t have come,” Emmett muttered.

“No, we definitely should have,” Rodeo growled. “If any of these people tries anything, they’ll regret it.”

“They must know that or they would have tried it already,” Lyons pointed out. “Let’s go see Yuki. The sooner we get a ship, the sooner we can get out of here.”

She set off through the streets heading deeper into town, but the tension kept rising the farther she walked.

Wolf growled in her ear. “Someone is following us,” Emmett muttered.

Rodeo angled his ear slightly farther to the right. “More than one someone.”

“How many?” Lyons asked without turning around.

“A lot. Wait for it…..”

The words barely got out of his mouth before someone charged the party from the right. 

Lyons didn’t see who it was until a giant man dressed all in black plunged out of the crowd, raised a giant curved sword, and brought it down with a crushing blow right on Rodeo’s head.

At the last possible moment before it cleaved his skull in half, Axel thrust out his arm above Rodeo’s head. The blade crashed down on Axel’s wrist, but it didn’t cut him.

It clanged off and sparks flew from the spot. The blade bent from the force of the swordsman’s strike and the guy staggered back gaping at his crumpled blade.

Just as fast, more attackers converged from all sides. The five Chorions sprang into a square surrounding Lyons and Emmett.

Lyons braced herself for a fight, but before any of the attackers could get near the party, Alla lunged forward, opened his mouth to a massive size, and inhaled ten men, weapons and all.

He swallowed them and the rest of the mob drew back for a second. “Come on, you bastards!” Rodeo bellowed over the crowd. “You want some of this? Come on!”

At that signal, the crowd surged in again and all hell broke loose. Wolf let out a chilling yowl, sprang out of position, and dove into the heart of the mob. Screams, shrieks, and ripping sounds came from the spot where he vanished under a hill of bodies.

Alla cleared a space around him by swallowing everyone who came near him. Axel stood alone surrounded by twenty swordsmen all attacking him at once. Their blades clanged and pinged off his head, shoulders, and back. 

His arms whirled so fast that they became a blur. He grabbed any blades he could get his hands on, twisted them out of shape, and turned them on their owners.

Lyons didn’t see what Laud and Rodeo were doing. She dropped her XQ into position and unloaded on the mob closing from all sides. She blasted away anyone in front of her, and when she saw the locals getting too close to the Chorions, she hammered them, too.

Emmett moved into position next to her and leveled his XQ at the crowd. He pivoted sideways so their combined firepower cut huge swathes through the mob.

Lyons didn’t take the time to check who she was shooting. She didn’t care until another wave of people rushed past her heading back into the market. Alla charged after them, cracked his mouth to an enormous size, and gulped down another twenty of them before they could get away.

The others ran for their lives. Lyons held her fire and turned back to the others, but the fight was over. Bodies surrounded Axel in a ring of gore. More people ran away bleeding from where Wolf had shredded at least thirty assailants to death.

More townspeople stood around the periphery watching with huge eyes. None of them dared to take a step forward.

“Is everyone all right?” Lyons panted. “Is anyone hurt?”

Wolf spun around, bared his teeth at the onlookers, and gave them a hideous snarl. They reared away from him and a few people ran for it, but most just stood there gaping.

Rodeo clamped his hand on Wolf’s shoulder and steered him back into their group. “It’s all right. They won’t come back now.”

“They’re braver than I gave them credit for,” Lyons remarked.

“They’re always trying something,” Axel muttered. “They never learn.”

“Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked. “Are you sure you want to face Yuki?”

“More than ever,” Rodeo replied and he cocked his head to listen to the market.

“Was he the one who sent these men out to attack us?” Alla asked.

“How could he?” Laub asked. “We just rolled into town. He won’t have heard yet that we’re here.”

“He will now.” Rodeo waved Lyons ahead. “Go on. Let’s get this over with before he does find out and sends out the big guns.”

“What do you know about him?” she asked on their way through town.

“We did business with him in the past. That’s all I can say about it.”

“Why is he so against you?” she asked.

“Let’s just say he doesn’t like it when he can’t hurt someone when he wants to,” Rodeo replied. “He likes to be able to inflict his punishment on anyone whenever he wants. He found out the hard way that he can’t do that with us.”

“Why did he want to punish you?” 

Laub laughed and Axel bit back a smirk. “He also doesn’t like it when he finds out someone is smarter than he is,” Laub replied. “Yuki met his match with Ekol Thaine and Yuki came out the loser. He didn’t like that.”

Lyons didn’t pursue the matter any further. She had left Acrolith Diastema for a reason. Now she remembered why she never wanted to be part of this life—just in case she’d forgotten.

She couldn’t get out of seeing Yuki now that she was actually here. No one else dared to mess with the party when she led the way to a nearby building, entered through a plain, unmarked door in the side, and climbed the stairs. 

The stairs exited on one of the building’s top floors. All the interior walls had been removed to make a giant apartment covering the whole story.

Fifty or sixty aliens crowded the room. They all talked and drank while they stood around mingling with each other. Alien waiters filed between the guests serving everyone.

Lyons stopped on the threshold to watch and let the memories flood over her. She’d been in this room a thousand times if she’d been in it once. She knew almost everyone present.

A few people noticed her, Emmett, and the Chorions. The guests stopped talking and a widening circle of hushed silence spread outward from the stairs as everyone present realized who it was that just walked in.

She stepped forward and the staring crowd parted to let her and the Chorions through. The guests backed away on both sides and left a wide-open aisle down the center of the room.

Lyons advanced and stopped in front of a short man with satin-black hair down to his shoulders, sloping almond black eyes, and smooth light brown skin. A thin mustache curved down both sides of his upper lip.

He couldn’t have been more than twenty-five and he barely came up to Lyons’s chin. He was busy talking to some of his alien guests and he didn’t stop talking when everyone else did.

He was still talking when Lyons halted in front of him. Yuki only stopped talking when his guest glanced over at her and then gave Yuki a pointed look.

He glanced over his shoulder and his eyes flew open. “Lyons! What a pleasant surprise!”

He stepped toward her, squeezed her arm, and kissed her on the cheek. “Hi, Yuki,” she murmured. “It’s good to see you.”

“I missed you!” He burst into a beaming smile. “Nothing has been the same here since you left.”

“I don’t know about that. Things look the same out there.”

His eyes darted to her right and left and his expression darkened. “You got a lot of nerve coming back here, Rodeo.”

“It wasn’t by choice,” Rodeo snapped and he tilted his head to one side to listen to the room behind him. His milky blind eyes stared in a different direction away from Yuki.

“What are you doing with them?” Yuki asked Lyons.

“They’re my friends. We’re flying together now. I know you have history with them, but I’m asking you to let it pass for now. We’re flying a stolen Reserve Wing Stalwart. We want to change it for something and then we’ll all be out of your life. You’ll never see these boys again.”

“I don’t know if I can do that,” Yuki replied. “I have a vendetta against the Chorion Team.”

“I’m asking you, as a personal favor to me, in honor of our past together, that you let it go,” she repeated. “For me.”

Those words made him jolt and his eyes snapped back to her face. He glared at her for a second and then he softened. “I shouldn’t, but I guess I can do it for you.”

“Thank you,” she exclaimed. “I won’t forget it.”

He smiled again and the color rushed to her cheeks. “I should make you stay here with me in exchange for letting them live.”

“I can’t do that,” she replied. “I have a few other things I need to take care of.”

He cast another exaggerated glance over the people around her. “You aren’t still flying with Dice and Beauty, are you? You can do so much better.”

She stiffened at those words. “Who I fly with is my business. If you’re going to fit us out with a ship, I’d appreciate it if you could do that now. We’re in a hurry.”

“You’re always in a hurry. Share one meal with me before you leave. That’s all I ask. I’ll do everything you say including putting aside my beef with the Chorion Team. Just sit down and eat one meal with me. Then you can leave.”

Lyons glanced around the room. Everyone stood in silence and listened to their conversation.

She sighed. “All right. One meal.”

Yuki snapped his fingers at one of the alien guests nearest him and the person handed him a handheld computer device. Yuki tapped on it. “I’ll give you a Valiant-class heliopod. That will be faster than a Stalwart or even a Nitrol.”

Lyons had to bite back a gasp. “Thank you, Yuki.”

He grinned at her over his device. “We’ll call it a token of my affection. Now come over here and sit down.”

He walked away to a line of cushions propped against one wall. No one else was sitting down.

He sat down and the rest of the guests went back to talking and hobnobbing the way they were before, but Lyons definitely noticed people giving her and the Chorion Team the side eye.

She sat down next to Yuki. The rest of the Chorion team sat on her other side so she would be between them and Yuki. 

They filled the available space. Emmett had nowhere else to sit, so he sat on Yuki’s other side, but Emmett made sure to leave a healthy gap between himself and the smuggler baron.

The alien waiters came over immediately and served everyone, including Yuki. Then some more waiters came and set up a row of small tables in front of the party. 

The waiters started piling the table with dozens of plates, each one loaded with a different delicacy from different cultures all over the Confederacy.

Lyons held her tongue when she saw unique dishes that would have cost a fortune. Yuki took some skewered Chetis tentacles, so Lyons helped herself to a few Vilvillon eyes.

As soon as she started eating them, the Chorions helped themselves, too. The tension started to dissolve.

“Have you heard from Leron?” Yuki asked with his mouth full.

Lyons shook her head. “Not since he left Acrolith Diastema. Have you?”

“He contacted me about a year ago. He said he’d finally tracked down the crew that killed your father and threw our syndicate into turmoil. Leron said only three of the original hit team were still alive. He planned to bring them back so we could interrogate them about who hired them to hit your father. Then I never heard from Leron again.”

Lyons looked down at her plate. “I guess that’s another reason to just let it go and leave it alone.”

“We can’t do that,” he countered. “You know we can’t. Rizarth Hudan was the king of this syndicate. Whoever put out a contract on him must have been trying to take down the whole syndicate. They even tried to kill you to stop you from taking over in his place.”

“I remember,” she mumbled. “You don’t have to remind me.”

He stretched out his hand to pick up a bowl of Lubbichi squares. Lyons had just been about to snatch them herself, but Yuki got to them first. 

“You could have become the most powerful smuggling kingpin in the sector if you’d taken over in his place,” he went on. “Instead, you ran off to become a lowlife gunrunner with Dice and Beauty and I had to step into your father’s place.”

She tried to smirk at him, but her resolve failed. She became painfully aware of Emmett and the Chorions listening to her whole sordid history.

“You did a great job taking over,” she told Yuki. “You deserved this…..but we both already knew that when I left. I couldn’t have done as good a job as you’ve done.”

He didn’t smile back. “Rizarth took me in when I was orphaned as a boy. He was as much my father as he was yours. We could have ruled together if you’d only stayed.”

“I couldn’t,” she murmured. “I couldn’t stay here.”

“You broke my heart when you left. You know that, right?”

She couldn’t look at him. She already knew that. He wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t already know.

She should have known this meal would turn into a trip down memory lane. She did know it would turn into a trip down memory lane, but she owed him at least a few minutes of her time before she abandoned him and Acrolith Diastema again.

“Is there any way I can change your mind?” he finally asked. 

“No, I’m afraid not,” she replied. “I have a few things out there that hold a higher obligation over me than anything on this planet, including you. I’m sorry if that hurts you, but my life is elsewhere now.”

“So what are these obligations?” He pretended to look around. “Where are Dice and Beauty? Don’t tell me they were too afraid to come and face me. I thought we got along pretty well the last time they were here.”

“They aren’t afraid to face you. Beauty is on board our ship doing some repair work and Dice…..” She trailed off. “Let’s just say he’s one of the obligations I need to fulfill before I settle down anywhere.”

Yuki rolled his eyes. “I’ll never understand what you see in that guy.”

She looked away again. “No, you wouldn’t.”

“So where is he? Tell me he isn’t hiding from me.”

“No, he isn’t hiding from you. He doesn’t know I’m here.”

“I can see you don’t want to tell me where he is.” He put the Lubbichi squares back. Lyons was just about to pick them up when Rodeo snagged them right out from under her hand.

She spun around, but he was already taking one of the few remaining squares and passing the rest to the Chorions down the row. Alla took the last one. So much for that.

Just then, one of the alien guests came over, bent across the table, and whispered in Yuki’s ear. 

He stiffened to high alert. “Excuse me, Lyons. I have to go. It seems there’s a new Confederate Marshall in town who is asking questions and making life interesting at the local station. I’ll have my people bring the Valiant over to your Stalwart so you can load up. I’m supplying the Valiant with everything you’ll need so you don’t have to worry about buying the rest. I hope I’ll see you again before you leave.”

Before she could reply, he picked up her hand and kissed the back of her knuckles before he hurried away and vanished into the crowd.








  
  
Chapter 3




“Holy f-in’ shit!” Rodeo breathed. “Rizarth Hudan was your father?! I don’t believe it!” 

“Believe it,” Lyons murmured back. “I was born here and grew up in this syndicate. My father raised me and Yuki as brother and sister, but Yuki always wanted it to be more than that.”

“That is wild!” Axel whispered. “All this time, we’ve been flying with one of the greatest smuggling kingpins of all time!”

“Not me,” Lyons replied. “I’m nothing. I never wanted to take over after my father died. Everyone else wanted me to, but I just wanted to have a normal life. That’s why I signed on with the Echo Omicron. They had another crewman who just got killed a few weeks before, so Dice was looking for a third person to join their crew.”

“You could have been ruling the criminal underworld and you walked away?!” Laub countered. “You could have been rolling in money.”

“Did you ever stop to think that might be why someone put out a hit on my father? I would have had a price on my head for the rest of my life, which is exactly what Yuki has. I didn’t want to live like that.”

“Well, now you have a price on your head anyway,” Rodeo pointed out.

“Are we done talking about this?” Lyons asked. “Can we go now? We have a ship waiting for us, and if Yuki has anything to say about it, there will be a whole posse of armed aliens gunning for Marshall Healey when he comes back to meet us.”

“Yeah, let’s go,” Laub replied and picked one of the Vilvillon eyes. 

Alla attacked the table and scooped up a whole handful of the Chetis skewers. Laub grabbed a box of Tarte Tatin on their way out of the room. 

None of Yuki’s guests paid the slightest attention when the party left the building and stepped out onto the dusty streets.

“I can’t believe we’re getting out of here so easily,” Axel murmured when the friends squinted toward the market.

“Don’t speak too soon,” Lyons told him. “We’re still here. We haven’t gotten away yet.”

“Let’s get out of here,” Alla added. “I don’t like this place.”

“That makes two of us.” Lyons turned away from the market and headed back to the outskirts of town where they’d left the Remorseless.

The Valiant was just coming down to land next to the Stalwart. Someone must have sent word to the ship because, as soon as the Valiant touched down, Bandit, Coon, and Beauty came out of the Remorseless and headed for the Valiant instead.

They crossed the space between the two ships and waved when they saw Lyons and the others coming closer. She waved back, but just then, gunfire broke out behind her. 

Everyone spun around to see Healey sprinting across the ground followed by a mob of armed aliens. They waved swords and other household implements at him and a few guns went off in the crowd.

He dodged the shots, hurdled random obstacles, and then took off at high speed heading for the Valiant.

Rodeo pushed Lyons away. “Get to the Remorseless and get everyone over to the Valiant! We’ll cover you! Hurry!”

She veered away. Rodeo and the others barreled for the Valiant. 

She pounded up the ramp and through the hold just praying to God the Armageddon Core was still in the lounge. She didn’t look forward to searching the whole damn ship to find them.

They were in the lounge. Breeze stood in front of them twisting his limbs in complicated knots, contorting himself into grotesque shapes, making faces, and making the four women laugh.

“We gotta go!” Lyons blurted out. “Follow me! Hurry! We’re changing ships!”

They bolted after her and she charged outside just as Healey made it halfway across the ground from town. He would never make it before the townspeople caught up with him.

More gunfire erupted from the townsfolk. Some of it hit the Valiant. Lyons straightened her arms to push the Armageddon Core back inside the Stalwart, but at that moment, the Valiant’s engines blasted to life.

The ship leapt off the ground, spun around, and opened fire. Those shots would have flattened Healey, but he ducked, rolled, and the Valiant’s fire hit the townspeople instead.

They started to drop back, but they didn’t leave. Healey raced the rest of the way to the ship and Lyons herded everyone forward. “Go!” she yelled and pushed everyone into the open. “Go!”

The four clones took off running for the ship even though the Valiant was still fifty feet off the ground. 

The ship laid down a brutal carpet of gunfire to hold the townsfolk at bay, but it didn’t work. More and more people poured out of town to come after the crew.

Lyons didn’t let herself think about why all these people were coming after the crew. Yuki better not be trying to stop her from leaving—or maybe he decided to get his revenge on the Chorion Team after all.

Lyons herded Breeze and the clones closer to the ship, but it had to stay aloft long enough for Healey to join them. Then the Valiant buzzed a little way in front of them and continued to pound the townsfolk while the ship drifted down to land

Lyons pushed everyone on board. The ship was bigger than a Drifter like the Artemis Rex had been, but not as big as a Dagger.

Bandit, Rodeo, and Coon occupied three seats in the spacious cockpit up front. The ship’s onboard cannons operated from seats set up in rows behind the cockpit.

“Mount up!” Rodeo yelled back. “We can expect groundfire as soon as we get airborne!”

“What do you mean by groundfire?” Emmett yelled back.

The townspeople answered him because, right at that moment, Bandit punched the throttle and launched into the atmosphere. At the same instant, ground artillery opened fire from somewhere inside Acrolith Diastema.

One shot clipped the Valiant in the ass and sent the ship somersaulting head over heel. 

“I don’t think Yuki likes you as much as he says he does!” Rodeo hollered over his shoulder.

“What the hell are you talking about?!” Bandit yelled back.

“Just fly the damn ship, boy!” Lyons hollered. “Open fire on the town!”

Coon actually turned all the way around in his seat. “You want to open fire….on a civilian outpost?”








