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Abby hauled me off the ship before Tens had a chance to stop her—and that’s okay, because I owed Abs a favor. In fact, it was better than okay, because it showed us how much trouble we hadn’t known we were in. But going against the Star Shadow Hunt Pack? Nullifying their contract to keep ourselves unchained and at large? That was going to require something special...and I’m not sure we’ve got that much luck.
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Welcome to the latest, and last planned, edition of Mack and Me: The Transporter’s Favor. What’s different, you ask? Well, the cover is the most obvious change, but for this edition, there is a consolidated list of terms and characters that appear, or are mentioned. That list gives the context of those characters and terms, for those of you who are reading this as a stand-alone novel—which you are totally able to do.

There is also a ‘Chronological Order’ of the titles in this universe, to provide a sense of the order in which the stories occurred, and there is new author front and back matter. Any one of those changes warranted a new edition, so I have incorporated them all so that I can move on to exploring the other stories emerging from this setting.

Welcome to the universe of Odyssey, Mack, Cutter, the lizardine, and the space-faring wolves of Lunar One and beyond.
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I’d been out of the tank a scant two days when Abby came for me. By now I was glad I’d left K’Kavor far behind—and, with it, the arach. I was still having nightmares. Doc was recommending a program of desensitization, and I was having none of it. Mack and I had taken it to the mats—of course we had.

I was a lot fitter than the first time I’d faced Mack on the mats—and I had a lot more combat time under my belt, too. This time, I got to the end of the first round, and we’d had to call it a draw. I guess that’s why there was a ‘best of three’ rule.

I wasn’t doing so well on the second round. Mack was fighting dirty...as usual.

And so was I.

The trouble was that Mack had been fighting dirty for a lot longer than I had.

I stepped out of the way of a foot strike that would have taken my head off, if it had hit, and went to go for his open torso, only to feel his other hand come under the first and grab my collar. The foot hook and sweep that ended with me going over backwards and Mack coming down on top of me was an unwelcome surprise, but not quite as unwelcome, as the sudden flare of light that separated me from anything that was ‘not me’.

I wound up in Abby’s cabin without a stitch of clothing, landing hard on her plassteel flooring too surprised to say anything. I could only imagine what Mack was saying.

I rolled, coming fast to my feet and going for cover...which wasn’t there.

“Don’t make me gas you,” came in a distantly remembered accent.

I backed up to a wall, and set my back against it. Clothes are not to be overrated.

“What the fuck—”

“And that’s enough of that,” she said. “You don’t remember me?”

Now that she mentioned it...

“No. Should I?”

I mean, I didn’t know who the hell she was. Why would I care if I upset her? I really wanted a pair of pants, and a shirt, about now. For all I knew, the voice belonged to some guy using a voice synth, while enjoying the view.

“AI? Transporter? Got you out a very nasty place a while back? You do owe me a favor, you know.”

Well, there was only one person who was all of that—and who I owed a favor to.

“Abby?”

Memories of Abby were both good, and bad.

On the one hand, she had gotten me out of a very bad place. On the other, she had also been going to auction my location to the highest bidder, until she’d sold me out to Odyssey and Mack so they could rescue me. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

“I owe you a favor?”

“You surely do.”

Well, I knew that. I’d just wanted to see if she knew it, too.

“More than you realize. I’ve been saving this one up.”

“You know Mack will tear the universe apart to find me.”

“Honey, I’m very much counting on it.”

She was?

“I am.”

I sighed.

“And there you are, in my head, again.”

“Where else would I be?”

I looked around the small cabin, and knew she’d ported me in behind the cockpit. Abby wasn’t that big a craft. She was nimble, though, and fast. I figured even Tens was going to have trouble tracking us.

“Not with what that boy has put in your head,” Abby told me. “He is very good at what he does. I wonder if Mack would part with him?”

“I doubt it. Those two...”

“Don’t give me that, child. I know more about Mack than...” She stopped. “...than never-you-mind.”

I huffed out another sigh, and pushed off the wall.

“You going to tell me what happened to my clothes?” I demanded. “I was fond of those boots, dammit.”

“Psh. You’ll get your boots back. It shouldn’t take your Mack more than three days to get here, and, by then, you should be up to speed.”

“Not without my knickers, I’m not.”

“I could always turn up the heating...”

“Not the same thing.”

“You humans and your skin shyness.”

“Don’t tell me you don’t remember what that’s like.”

“Honey, it’s been too long. Closest I can get to it is imagining myself cut down to a chip, instead of inside this magnificent machine.” She paused, her voice curling with distaste when she continued. “And I’d really rather not.”

“So, what did you do?”

“What? To get you naked?”

“Well....”

“I wasn’t sure what kind of situation you’d be in, given just how possessive your Mack is, and I didn’t want an extra passenger until we’d had time to talk.”

My Mack, huh? I ignored it, and pushed her to continue.

“And?”

“So I keyed the teleport to your DNA, and grabbed you that way.”

I leant back against the wall, my mind not entirely grasping it. And then I checked my implant.

“How come I’ve still got...”

“I included it.”

“You couldn’t have just included my clothes, too?”

Okay, now I was starting to sound like a whiny brat. I didn’t like sounding whiny. Mind you, I didn’t like being without my clothes, either. And I mean I really didn’t like being without my clothes.

“Panel on your right,” Abby said. “Should be just your size.”

It should? Okay, then.

I found the panel, and dug out the combat fatigues and boots. Underwear—and that looked armored—and socks, which didn’t.

“What kind of favor is this, anyway?” I asked, holding up the underwear.

“One where you’ll need those,” Abs snapped back. “Now, quit your whinging and get dressed.”

Fine. Whatever. I got dressed, pausing when I got to the boots.

“You remembered,” I said, noting the knife sheath in each.

I pulled them on.

“And they’re a perfect fit.”

“You want me to tell Mack that the way to your heart is through a good pair of boots?” she snarked back, and I shook my head.

No way was I going to tell her that I thought he’d already figured that out. She picked it up, anyway.

“Ooh, sweetie. You have it bad.”

“Don’t go there, Abs,” and, then, because I figured we should get down to business, “What do you need me for?”

“Someone’s stolen one of my brothers.”

I just stayed where I was, leaning against the wall and turning her words over in my head. Her brothers? As in, not her sisters? As in, there was more than one AI and she was related? And it had been stolen? So. Not just kidnapped. Which meant someone had nicked the entire ship body with the AI inside. I wondered if she had any ideas who.

“No.”

Well, that answered that, then.

“You got a name? Also, some details on your business and what he was supposed to be doing when you worked out he was gone?”

“You just want ‘in’ to my files?”

“You want my help?”

“And I thought you were one of the better retrieval artists out there.”

“Abs, I’m one of the best. Just ask Mack.”

As soon as I’d said it, I regretted it. Abby was without mercy.

“He’s biased.”

“Abby!”

“Well, he is. I’d be surprised if you two hadn’t—”

“Abby! We haven’t. It’s not like that.”

“Oh, no. The man just tears the universe apart for all his staff.”

Right up until she’d said it, that had been exactly what I’d believed. After all, those were Mack’s conditions. He’d let you off the Shady Marie but you came back when he called, or he’d come fetch you.

“You mean he doesn’t?”

Abby giggled, and the sound jangled along my nerve endings.

“Not everyone, Hun. Last gal he chased every time she left was Marie—and they parted on good terms, in the end. No blasters involved. The man doesn’t like to let go...and neither did she. They sorted it out in the end.”

The way she said it, Mack had had something real special with Marie. Had to disagree that we had anything at all, let alone something as special as that. I sighed.

“I’m just crew, Abs. I like it that way. And so does Mack.”

“Sure, Hun. You keep telling yourself that. The man won’t wait forever.”

“He doesn’t have to wait, Abby. There are plenty of other girls out there. If one of them can grab his attention, they’ll have a catch for life.”

I pushed away the vague feeling of depression that crept through me, and went back to business.

“Even the best can’t work in a data vacuum—or do you want me to hack your systems?”

“No, sweetie. I prepared your access earlier.”

“Hand it over.”

She did, and I took the link, and skirted its edges, letting myself slide down the wall until I was sitting on the floor.

“Call me when it’s time to eat.”

“I’ll let you know.”

It was all I needed, and I plunged into the data that was Dasojin Transport & Security. To be honest, the scope of their operations astounded me, and it didn’t take me very long to work out they were more a loose network of allies than anything else.

“What tipped you off?” I asked, surfacing from the log they kept of their activities.

“Septu’s world fell.

“Septu?”

“My brother. He specialized in planetary security. When the reports came through, we knew he was in trouble. We did not expect him to be so thoroughly gone.”

“What did you expect?”

“We thought we would find his shell, a crash site, some evidence that he had been.” I felt the AI’s equivalent of a shrug. “We found nothing. Not the slightest trace. Not even atoms. He was gone.”

Gone—and gone beyond the ability of a ship’s high-level sensors. It made no sense.

“It is why we think he has been taken.”

“Have you received threats? Refused a client who moved against you?”

“Yes, but we have accounted for them all.”

They had?

“Oh, yes. We suspended all contracts and hunted every last potential to the ground. We burned their lairs and cleansed their operations. We forced the underworld to re-align, and start a new world order. We did not find him.”

I caught a glimpse of the images from that pursuit, the absolute implacability of the AIs belonging to the Dasojin Cartel, and I drew in a shivering breath. I’d never had a reason to fear Abs, before. Now, I wondered if I should.

No sooner had the thought crossed my mind than she was gone, leaving an emptiness in my head, letting me know I had my privacy.

“You have done nothing to fear me for,” she said, “and I would not have called you, if I thought you would.”

“What makes you think you’re right?”

“I’ve seen the inside of your head, remember? You are more trustworthy than you know.”

“I’m not sure Mack or Odyssey would see it that way.”

“Mack might surprise you, and Odyssey were fools who should have known better. You behaved exactly as they should have expected, given their experience with Delight.”

Delight, again. What was it about her and me that made so many people see a mirror between us?

And Abby was smiling. I swear, if she’d had a human form and face, the smile she wore would have been as mischievous and mysterious as any I’d seen on Delight.

“I could never be Delight,” Abby said, “and I wouldn’t if I could.”

Yet she thought I could?

“You need to eat. I brought in fresh.”

Uh huh. Now who was changing the subject?
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2—The Not-so-Sensitive Friend Ship​
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I woke to the sight of a large tarantula crawling down the opposite wall. It died a fiery death that would have been the end of me, if Abby hadn’t neutered the blaster she’d provided. I shot it dry, and then came off the bunk reaching for the machete I’d laid on the floor beside me, and looking for more. It took me almost a full damn minute before I heard Abby tut-tut-tutting at my behavior.

“What the Hell!”

“I agree with Doc,” Abby said. “And after that little display, I agree with him far more, now, than I agreed with him, before.”

I sat down on the edge of the bunk, twitching the blaster from side to side.

“It’s really not necessary, Abs. I’ll be fine. I mean, what’s one more monster in my dreams, right?”

“I would think one too many. Airlocks, spiders, needles, and not necessarily in that order. And Mack. What’s he ever done to deserve monster status?”

Winter took up residence in my chest. It stretched icy tendrils right down my sides and let my stomach churn in between. I rested my elbows on my knees, and my head in my palms. Well, I rested my head between the blaster’s grip and one palm—and I looked steadfastly at the floor.

“Abby, with all due respect, fuck off.”

She tutted at me, again.

“That’s quite a temper, you’ve got—and no sense of manners.”

The ice within grew deeper, and I wondered how angry Abby would be, if I threw up on her nice, clean floor.

“Care to try me?” she asked, and there was something in her voice that made me think it over.

Pissing her off, might not be my best choice, ever. She was an awfully small ship.

“It’s not the size that counts.”

“Why?” and we both knew I wasn’t asking her why she’d run a tarantula down the wall, or why she’d mentioned Mack as one of my deepest fears, or listed the four worst monsters in my head.

Oh, no. We both knew I was asking her why she wanted me to face those fears, now—when we had work to do.

“Because I don’t know who our opponents are—and I don’t want you blasting something I might need to talk to later. Now, about this little problem you have with airlocks.”

And I was on my feet and looking for something to shoot, again...with my empty blaster. Idiot.

“I can handle them when I’m in a suit.”

“But they still give you nightmares, every night.”

That much was true.

Well beyond the fact Odyssey had been planning on spacing me, if I didn’t agree with being their employee, I’d had a smuggler stuff me into one, because I’d refused to give up my room.

I’d kept my room, thought I’d neutered that particular monster, especially after I’d managed to go through them successfully, since—and then the nightmares had started...

Even now, I was breathing fast and trying to defend myself against a ship. A ship of all things!

“Abs... please.”

“Tell you what, you step into that airlock over there. If you manage five minutes, without freaking out, I won’t ask you to do it again.”

A door to the right of the cockpit lit up, and I froze, but it didn’t open. I stared at it, not able to move a muscle. Abby was not impressed.

“I didn’t think so.”

“Abs...”

“You either move yourself there, or I put you there. I’ll give you an hour.”

Well, fuck.

“The airlock won’t hurt you, Cutter. I won’t hurt you, okay?”

And she didn’t sound like she’d take no for an answer.

“We don’t have time for this—” I started, and Abby cut me off with a savagery I hadn’t thought possible in an AI.

“No! I don’t have time for this. I need to know you’ll handle it when you hit the next one without a suit...” Her voice softened. “...and that you’ll trust me.”

So, it was more a matter of trusting her than overcoming my fear, was it? Well, I could handle that. I stood up, and crossed to the lock, hammering my hand down on the opening panel. Abby stayed silent, as the door opened in front of me—which was when I discovered just how close I was to not handling it.

The confines behind that door were both smaller and much larger than I had imagined they’d be. I rested my forearm along the doorframe and hung my head.

“Give me a minute.”

And Abby stayed as quiet as a mouse. As far as I could tell, I was the only person on the ship—except I knew that was impossible. Abby was hardwired in. She was all around me, was the ship itself. Abby was the airlock.

Abby was the airlock.

I could do this—and I stepped across the threshold and into the lock, itself.

The door stayed open. Waiting. Letting me just stand there, while my heart raced, and every muscle got ready to run. Abby’s voice made me jump.

“You need to close the door, Cutter.”

I nodded.

Right. The door. Needed closing. Because the outer door wouldn’t open until the inner door was shut.

I stayed facing the outer door, and Abby stayed perfectly quiet. If she’d been human, she’d have been standing statue-still, on the other side of the airlock, letting me work it out for myself. Without taking my eyes off the door in front of me, I stretched back, and touched the control panel.

I so didn’t want to do what came next.

To be honest, I wasn’t sure I could. I kept my fingers on the panel, and took a deep breath, reminding myself this was Abby and she needed me, so she’d keep me safe. Abby. Safe. Well, she always had been, in the past.

Before I could get past that thought, I tapped the button that would close the inner door.

Oh, Stars, Abby. Don’t betray me, now.

And, if she heard that, she didn’t say a word. I spread my fingers so my hand was straddling the controls, rather than poised above them, couldn’t quite bring myself to let go.

“Five minutes, right, Abs?” I said, more to remind myself than the ship. “Five minutes.”

And I let go of the control panel and made myself stand on my own.

Five minutes is a very long time.

Abby opened the door at the end of it.

“You’ll do better next time, Cutter.”

“But...”

“Are you going to tell me you weren’t freaking out?”

I sighed. Damn ship could read my vitals. I might have looked okay standing there and staring at the floor, but my body had been freaking out, big time. I figured it was best to change the subject.

“Since I’m up, what’s for breakfast.”

To be honest, I was wondering what she had in store for me for the rest of the day. I wasn’t sure just how much of this desensitization I could take. Doc could go suck it—and when I got back to the Marie I was going to tell him so.

“I’m sure he’ll find that very entertaining.”

For a computer, Abby had the art of sarcasm down pat.

“I wasn’t always a computer,” she said, and I wondered who she’d sassed enough to feel like killing her. “Very funny.”

But she didn’t sound amused.

I dug through the records for the rest of the day—except for two hard rounds on the exercise equipment stored behind another bulkhead.

“Can’t have you getting fat,” Abby quipped.

“What about sloppy and out of practice?”

“Good point. You’ll just have to do kata until Mack turns up.”

“How long?”

“My guess? Two more days.”

Her guess? Wasn’t she keeping an eye on him?

“No. He got very defensive when you were taken. The man has a temper that’s even worse than yours.”

I smiled at the thought.

“Now, tell me something I don’t know.”

“Tens is not happy.”

“When is Tens ever happy?”

“He has his moments.”

He did? And now I wanted to know more.

“A lady doesn’t kiss and tell.”

Tens and the AI? I tried to figure out how that might work and Abby hit me with a short, sharp blast of sound that all but jolted me out of the chair—an AI’s idea of a slap upside the head, I guess.

“Get your head back in the game.”

Right. Sure. Like I had anything else to do.
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​3—The Hunt Begins
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I pulled all the files to do with Septu, and then I pulled all the files to do with all the worlds he’d ever worked on, and linked them with all the jobs Dasojin had ever done on any of them. There were links and overlaps, but nothing that made the kind of pattern I was looking for. I ran the files of the potential enemies Dasojin had dealt with in their own hunt for Septu’s kidnappers.

Man, I really hoped he hadn’t been mistaken for a normal hull and broken down for parts.

“He’d have let them know, before they destroyed his shell.”

Let them know what?

“Let them know he was a Human-Mind Transfer. We are highly valued. Whoever took him will either have known what he was, or they’ll be looking to upscale their market.”

“You sound awfully sure of yourself.”

“I know the market, dear. They’ll take steps to contain him, and then they’ll use him for whatever purpose pays the best.”

“Right.”

I started a search on markets for slightly-used HMTs, and then I isolated a part of my implant so I could access the dark side of the intergalactic net.

“Anything breaks out of here, you need to hit me hard with something to wipe it,” I told Abby.

“But that might wipe your implant.”

“Better the implant than letting anything into your systems.”

“I’ll make a back-up.”

Now, why hadn’t I thought of that?

“You’re good, dear, but you’re only human.”

Yeah, thanks Abs. Thanks a lot.

She didn’t reply to that, but she made the back-up and then she settled back to keep an eye on what I was doing. I figured it was better doing what I was doing with an over watch than without one, and moved in to see what I could see. It was an education on the darker side of the sentient psyche—and no surprise to discover the arach mingling with the foolish and unsuspecting.

I did my best to ignore them, and chased down black-market ship dealers, traffickers in sentients and the unwilling, and chop shops that dealt in spare parts for pretty much anything—living or dead. That made me blink, and back out, carefully. Nausea roiled through my gut, and I pushed away memories of Lockyer’s Transport and the very close shave I’d had.

I guess there was at least one thing I should be grateful to Odyssey for.

I backed further out, couldn’t face going back in, so I closed my eyes, and closed the connection, cutting it as I returned to the implant.

“Well, that was educational,” Abby said, watching me organize the data.

“Oh, yeah. That was a barrel of laughs.”

“Looks like you have plenty of nightmare fodder, right there.”

“Abs...”

“Don’t worry. None of that requires desensitization. In fact, I’d be worried if it didn’t give you nightmares.”

Well, that was a relief.

“You got your breath back?” she asked, when I was done sorting the data, and I wondered just how many potential clients she’d identified from that initial foray. “Let’s just say I can afford to buy a black-market AI if I need to—and that’s if just half of the folk I’ve sent offers out to accept...even with the charity jobs that are going to run alongside.”

Abby did charity?

“It’s part of Dasojin’s charter. Sometimes good folk get caught up in things that aren’t their fault—and they can’t afford to pay their way out. We try to fix that when we can.”

From the way she said it, that sounded personal.

“And not just for me,” she said. “Now, shift your tushy and get to digging. I have deals to make and hearts to break.”

Her tone of voice suggested she wasn’t looking forward to the last part...or, perhaps, she was.

“Some hearts need breaking, child,” and I heard steel, “and not all of them survive the process.”

I hadn’t known Dasojin had a vigilante arm.

“We have a new patron,” she said. “He pays well, but he’s very demanding. I’ll pass him some of what you uncovered for assessment.”

And, now, I understood she’d been riding with me in my foray into the underbelly of the universe’s darkness.

“It’s not something I’d let you do alone, dear.”

And, why the fuck not?

“Not every nightmare has to be faced in isolation.”

I wondered who’d be keeping over watch while she acted as my bodyguard.

“You’re not the only one who can isolate their systems,” she said, “and I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

Well, then. I took a deep breath, and rebuilt my entry to the worst the galaxy had to offer.

I searched every crawl space and cavern I could reach, before Abby pulled me out to eat, and then I went for a long, hard run in the sim. It didn’t work, though. I still couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched, that something out there had decided I was prey.

“We might have a problem,” I told Abby, as I sanned off the sweat and tried to scrub away the clinging feel of dark deeds and evil.

“Oh, yes...”

“I can’t put my finger on it.”

“Lay it out, hun.”

“I feel like something’s hunting me, maybe hunting us.”

“I’ll look into it.”

It made me feel better. She hadn’t laughed, and she hadn’t called me crazy. She hadn’t even said I was being paranoid.

“Sweetie, there is no such thing as paranoid, just warnings from our subconscious. I remember what it was like to be human.”

She did? And I’d thought it was a long time ago.

“It was, but there are some things you just don’t forget.”

I’d take her word on that. It wasn’t something I wanted to find out for myself.

“We all have choices, hon. That’s one I pray you never have to face.”

Well, okay, then.

I stepped out of the san, and came face to face with an arach warrior.

Sure, he was in human form, all slender and grey-skinned, eyes dark with hunger—and me without a stitch on, without my blaster, and the door too far away. I slammed into the wall behind me with all the force of a sudden reverse, and then lashed out with a fist, a knee, and a bare foot, as he followed. I was still fighting when he vanished—and I was shouting, wordless fear and outrage mingled.

“Goddammit, Abby!” I said, when I realized what she’d done.

“I’d call that a colossal fail,” she said, as I slid down the wall, and sat on the floor of the san.

“And I’d call you a colossal b—”

Sound slammed into my skull, cutting off the words. Abby’s voice followed.

“Uh-uh. There’ll be none of that, sweetie. You need to get enough of a grip on yourself to take stock first, and then react. That’s all I’m asking.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, didn’t dare speak. I was trembling all over, my hands shaking so hard I almost dropped the towel—twice! Something told me the next two days were going to be full of times Abby and I didn’t quite agree.

“Oh, sweetie. I’d hug you if I could.”

“You keep your grubby paws off me,” I snarled, “and I won’t try to ding every panel in your guest cabin.”

I think Abs took that as a challenge...or she’d been planning on continuing with her idea of a desensitization program no matter what I said. That could have been it, too. Either way, she kept with the spiders and arach until I did nothing more than flinch, and cuss her out for pulling another practical joke. After that, she got me to go back in the airlock.

Well, damn she was persistent.

“I’m serious,” she said. “You need to be more in control than this, or I won’t be able to use you.”

Use me for what? was a question I didn’t want to ask—and one that she chose not to answer.

“Better,” she said, when she told me my five minutes were up, and I was able to operate the inner lock on my own.

Better? I was half tempted to open the outer lock, instead. Almost anything to make it stop.

Except I didn’t think she’d let me—and I wasn’t ready to call it quits. Although, there were days...

I shook the darkness away, and stepped into the cabin proper.

“Made any sense of the data, yet?” she asked, and I shook my head.

“I’m going to try an exfiltration search,” I said. “See if you’ve been hacked and just haven’t found it yet—and then I’m going to see if there’s any evidence of an inside job.”

“As much as I don’t like the idea one of my people would do that...” Abby said, and sighed.

It was a very human sigh.

“Do what you can,” she said, and I went back to it.

The next time I came out of the data, she hit me with an unexpected wrinkle.

“Mack’s late.”

I checked the time in my implant, checked the date... checked, again.

How had I lost track of that much time?

“I kept you busy.”

Well, that much was true.

“He’s a day over. Maybe you overestimated him.”

“Not Mack and Tens. They should have been here a half day under the initial estimate—less once Rohan joined the hunt.”

Rohan had what?

“That boy has adopted you as his particular responsibility,” and, damn me, if Abby didn’t sound amused to Hell and back.

He had? Dammit! All I’d done was give him a puppy... okay, I’d given him the opportunity to find a puppy for himself.

“That’s not why he’s adopted you, and you know it.”

I did. I just hadn’t wanted to admit it.

“You really should own that, you know.”

I should? What. Own up to the fact the boy had taken it on himself to stand between me and Delight, Tens and Mack? That wasn’t my responsibility. That had been a choice he’d made all by himself.

“And it’s not one you discouraged.”

“I was hardly in any shape to.”

“Very well, then. I’ll grant you that.”

She would? Why, how very generous of her. Like she even had a choice.

“Don’t get smart with me, young lady.”

First, how old was she anyway? And, second, when had I ever given her the impression I was anywhere near being a lady?

“Oh, look, Cutter, we’re about to enter warp.”

As dirty tricks went, that one was pretty special. I had enough time to think ‘What?’, before I got flattened to the deck. Way to lose an argument, Abs.

“Who said I’d lost?” she asked, and bounced through a second jump point.

Honestly, if I could have scraped two words together I’d probably have said something she wouldn’t have been able to ignore.

“Lucky you. I’ve found us the Shady Marie.”

She had?
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​4—Boy, Dog, Wolves
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The Marie hung in orbit around Lichcomb’s World, and we could see at a glance that she was in trouble. The four bright dots coming in hard from the planet below were military grade, and they were hailing as they came.

“Shady Marie stand down. Put your weapons on hold. We are going to board.”

Rohan’s defiant near-adult pseudo-bass came as a surprise.

“Like Hell, you are. Case!”

And Abby and I watched as the Marie’s engines flared.

Flared and died.

And... Well, Rohan’s vocabulary of swears had expanded since I’d first noticed his limited range of fucks.

“Wow,” I managed, listening to Case laughing so hard she had to be falling out of her chair. “Just. Wow. I wonder where he learned that!”

“Hmmm. I don’t.” Abby didn’t sound amused, and neither did the voice hailing from the incoming shuttles.

“Insults to our parentage will not reactivate your drives, Marie. Now put your mother on.”

Rohan’s response was immediate, and held an all too familiar tone.

“I’m sorry, shit-for-brains, Mother can’t make it to the comms, right now. You’ll just have to kiss my ass.”

“Oh. That’s not good,” I managed.

“You’re telling me,” Abby said. “Those mercs are going to have him for breakfast.”

“Mack will be upset if the Marie gets dented. Rohan doesn’t know what he’s playing with.”

“No, he really doesn’t,” and something in Abby’s tone made me take a closer look at the shuttles.

“Tell me they’re not.”

“Wish I could, sweetie, but I think he upset them.”

Upset wasn’t quite the word I’d have used, but Abs was right. The four drop-ships had gone weapons hot, and they hadn’t slowed down.

“Stand your crew down, cub. This isn’t meant to be a kill mission.”

Well, that was good to know.

“Cub,” Abby said, as though that explained everything, and maybe it did. “Their leader’s a wolf.”

“Wolf?”

“Yeah, you know, wolf. Like the wolves of Lunar One, or the hunt clans four systems over.”

“No, sorry. You are talking four-legged dog-things that hunt in packs, right?”

“No, sweetie. I’m talking werewolves.”

Well, fuck. Not more shapeshifters. Weren’t the arach enough for a single universe?

“You ever read much myth and legend?”

I thought back to my childhood, tried to remember the times before dad had left, and tried harder not to remember the times that came after. My answer came out harder than expected.

“No.”

“Sweetie, I’m not trying to pry.”

“Sorry,” but I didn’t sound it. My nightmares hadn’t started with me stowing away on Lockyer’s Transport. Lockyer’s had just given them new shades of meaning. I shivered, pushing down the rising gorge of revulsion. “Talk to me, Abs.”

“About the wolves?”

“Anything, but yeah. Start with the wolves.”

The shuttle comms broke across us.

“Shady Marie, clear and open your docking bays for boarding.”

“Later,” Abby said, as Rohan cussed out the Marie’s malfunctioning weapons systems.

“Best do as they ask, Rohan.” At least Case was trying to be reasonable. “Mack will want us to stay alive. He can’t come get us, if we’re not.”

Rohan was silent, but he must have agreed, because Case issued the stand-down order over the open comms.

“Weapons teams, stand down.”

It was followed by Rohan’s next order, taken straight from Mack’s playbook.

“All crew to their pods. All crew to their pods. Emergency stasis procedures are in process. All crew to pods.”

“Little rat learns fast,” I muttered, remembering that Rohan had been aboard the last two times the Shady Marie had been in trouble.

“All crew to their pods. All crew to their pods. Emergency stasis procedures are in process. All crew to pods. You, too, Case. I’ll stand by to meet them. No-one else needs to suffer.”

The shuttles stayed ominously silent, but they continued to approach—faster now the Marie’s weapons were off-line. Abby showed me the scan. Marie was dead in space, and her weapons were powering down. I stared at the scene unfolding in her scans, wondering what the fuck we were going to do next, and then I remembered something else.

“I hope Cascade behaves himself.”

“Who?”

I’d forgotten Abby hadn’t known about the dog.

“Rohan picked up the last of Ghoul’s puppies, and Tens let him keep it. Said the pup steadied Rohan down. If I know those two, Cascade will be wherever Rohan is. I hope nothing happens to him. Rohan will be heartbroken.”

“No. Rohan is a very lucky young man. The dog will gain him more forgiveness than his youth, particularly if he has treated it well.”

“Those two? Like brothers of a different skin.”

“Then Rohan will survive the meeting.”

“Will they separate them?”

“They may not. It depends on how well they acquit themselves.”

“Are we going to try and save them?”

And I meant the whole ship, and not just Rohan and the dog, but Abby knew that.

“We cannot save them, yet. I am good, but not good enough to deal with four wolf drop-ships and the kind of back-up they can call. I would not be able to retrieve the Marie before we were overwhelmed.”

I’d known that. I really had, but hearing it was still hard. My heart sank.

“What do we do now?”

“We wait for them to leave, and pray they don’t see us—and then we head planetside to find out what happened to Mack and Tens.”

“You don’t think they were on board?”

“Would Rohan have taken charge if they had been?”

I shook my head. No. Rohan would have deferred to both. The fact he’d been calling the shots meant he’d been filling in for Tens, and Mack had put him in charge of what should have been a nice, safe orbit.

Damn.

I couldn’t think of anything to add to the plan, so I settled myself in the pilot’s seat, and watched. The Marie’s docking bays opened.

“What is the delay?” the wolf leader demanded, and I watched as the shuttles prepared to fire.

“I’ve enacted emergency stasis procedures. I will be the only crewman awake when you board the Shady Marie.”

“Thank you, Marie. This will ensure your personnel remain unharmed. Any found out of their pods will be detained.”

“Agreed,” and if Rohan was feeling any form of nerves, he didn’t show it.

“Good boy,” Abby breathed. “Very good.”

I wanted to ask what was good about any of it, but didn’t want to miss anything else coming over the comms.

“You want to see what happens when they dock?”

Dry-mouthed, I nodded.

It was a good thing she’d linked in through the implant—or maybe it was because I was in her cabin and she could see me with her own security feed. Either way, she got it, and I was able to follow Rohan’s progress through the monitors as he locked down the Marie’s control center and made his way to the docking bay nearest the bridge, Cascade trotting by his side.

He was almost there, when the Marie rocked as four shuttles touched down, and I saw when he contemplated leaving the bays open to vacuum.

Don’t do it Rohan.

He showed no sign of hearing me, but stopped outside the airlock entry, and sighed. Abby’s scans showed when the Marie’s bay doors closed, and I knew the boy had accessed the controls using his implant. That done, he rested his hand on Cascade’s ugly head.

“Well, boy. This is it. Let’s go meet our guests.”

The dog gave him a curious glance, and wagged his tail. It was not a happy wag, and the big brute looked more anxious than content. Apparently, Rohan picked it up, too.

“I know, boy, but it’s the only way. I need you to play nice, okay? No biting.”

Again, Cascade tilted his head, eyeing the youngster with what might have been puzzlement. Rohan patted his head, and the door opened before them.

“I mean it, boy. I need you to not get hurt.”

They stepped into the airlock, and the door slid shut behind them. Cascade whined, and leant against his master’s leg. The door to the hangar started to open, and Rohan dropped his hand to the dog’s shoulder.

“It’ll be okay, boy.”

The wolves were waiting when they stepped out, three meters back with blasters aimed directly at the lock. Rohan closed his hand on the scruff of Cascade’s neck, and took two steps to clear the entrance. He raised his other hand over his head, and looked to the obvious leader of the squad. I stared dumbfounded.

I had never in my life seen a two-legged wolf, before, never in my wildest dreams or worst nightmares—and these guys were beasts to look at, built like every shock trooper I’d ever seen, but out-massing them, and towering over Rohan’s six-feet of growth by another one-and-a-half to two.

Cascade growled, and Rohan’s grip on his scruff tightened.

“Easy, boy.”

The wolf leader signaled two of his men forward, and Cascade lunged. Rohan didn’t hesitate; he dropped down over the big dog, wrapping his arms around it and hanging on for all he was worth. The dog went down under him, but Rohan didn’t let go. He did his best to cover the creature with his body.

“Stand down! Cascade, stand down! Stand down! Stand! Down! Please, stand down.”

And the dog went still—which was when I noticed that the wolf warriors had stopped their advance.

“Good boy. There’s my boy,” Rohan crooned stroking Cascade’s head and shoulders. “Easy. Good boy.”

The wolf warriors looked back at their leader, and he nodded.

I’d only ever seen arach move that fast. They had grabbed Rohan and the dog by their respective scruffs and dragged them apart in the time it took me to blink—and chaos erupted, boy and dog fighting to reach each other, until the wolf holding Cascade growled, and shook him.

The dog gave a frightened yip, and went limp, the wolf wrapping his arms around his body. Rohan fought harder, trying to reach him.

“Cascade! You bastards!”

He drove an elbow into the monster holding him, and lashed out with a boot. It looked like the training he’d be doing with Tens was paying off. His boot caught the wolf in the knee with enough force to bend it the other way. There was a sickening crack, and the wolf dropped to his good knee, but he didn’t let Rohan go.

I watched as Rohan twisted in its grip, and lashed out, again. This time, he caught the wolf in its other leg. He missed the knee, but it was a good hit, anyway, and he was still pulling away, tearing his shirt collar out of his captor’s grip, and running at the warrior holding his dog.

Cascade turned his head, and whined, and Rohan slowed, noting the long arms wrapped around the animal, the blaster protruding from under Cascade’s body.

“He’s okay?” and he stopped, as the wolf nuzzled the dog’s ear.

“Good dog,” it said, its words thick with teeth and gutturals.

Cascade whined, and licked its nose, before going limp, again.

Rohan stared at the dog and the wolf holding it.

“You won’t hurt him?”

And the warrior lifted his lip in a silent snarl. Rohan lifted his hands and took a step back.

“I meant no offense.”

“Your dog will be fine,” it said. “I will care for him.”

The relief on Rohan’s face was almost comical. When the wolf turned to carry Cascade into the airlock leading to the ship proper, the boy made to follow, and stopped at the rattle of the wolf squad raising its weapons.

“But...” he said, glancing back at them, and looking suddenly much younger as he gestured helplessly after his pet.

The wolf leader growled, and Rohan seemed to remember who he was supposed to be. I watched him age, as he straightened up and turned to face the wolf leader. The leader wasn’t impressed.

“I thought you had surrendered.”

Rohan glanced over his shoulder, but the door to the airlock had closed, and Cascade was lost to sight.

“It is my duty to protect my crew—even when they act foolishly.”

And now the wolf was amused.

“The dog is your crew?”

“Cascade is my friend.”

He stopped, turning his head as he caught the movement of the injured wolf warrior getting to its feet. I watched him pale, his blue eyes widening as the warrior got to its feet and flexed the leg he’d kicked out from under it. His throat moved as he swallowed against his fear, and his hands curled. I watched his feet shift, and knew he was preparing for an attack. The wolf turned its head towards him, but its leader spoke, dragging Rohan’s attention back.

“And what is the penalty for striking a superior?”

I watched as Rohan registered his words, and then connected them to every time I’d ever slugged Mack when I’d come back from a mission, and I couldn’t really blame him for smiling.

“Three rounds on the mats,” he said, “to settle the difference of opinion.”

The wolf gave a bark of amusement, and then all amusement faded.

“And do you surrender, cub?”

Rohan’s smile also disappeared.

“Who am I surrendering to?”

“I am Hunt Master Erkan of the Star Shadows. We have been contracted to retrieve the Shady Marie and all its crew.”

I watched as Rohan thought about it, and knew he’d come to the same conclusion Case had made when she’d told him to surrender. His shoulders sagged, and his breath huffed out of him in a sigh.

“I surrender to Hunt Master Erkan of the Star Shadows,” he said, and managed not to do more than flinch, when the wolf he’d injured came and secured his hands.

“I want satisfaction,” it growled, looking to Erkan.

Rohan tensed but kept his eyes on the wolf leader.

Erkan looked at the young man, and then back at his subordinate.

“Three rounds on the mats,” he said, “just as soon as he unlocks the ship.”

He looked back to Rohan.

“Do you have a regen tank on board?”

Rohan swallowed hard, and nodded.

“Yes,” and he started to smirk, “but it hasn’t been calibrated for wolves.”

The wolves thought that was as funny as hell. Rohan’s challenger curled his lip, took hold of his collar, and steered the boy towards the airlock leading into the ship.

“Remind you of anyone?” Abby asked, and I rolled my eyes, wondering just how much of Rohan’s attitude could really be laid at my door, because he was doing exactly what I did when I knew I was going to lose and didn’t want to back down.

I’d like to say I’d never have been so stupid as to taunt my opponent like that, but I remembered... I pushed that thought aside, and turned my attention back to the viewscreen. Abby hadn’t pulled a spider trick on me for ages, and I didn’t want to give her an excuse to start now.
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​5—Arrest and Incapacitation



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Watching the Shady Marie fly away was one of the hardest things I have ever done. Even knowing that Abby watched it with me, even knowing we could trace its path, it was hard just to sit still and let it go.

“This really sucks, Abs.”

“I am not happy, either, but look.”

She highlighted the single drop-ship that left the Shady Marie’s hull, and returned to the world below.

“We’ll follow them back. I cannot detect either Mack or Tens on the Marie.” She paused. “I cannot detect them on the planet, either.”

It was the most uncertain that I’d ever heard her, so I laid a comforting hand on her console.

“It’s okay, Abs. If they went downside, they’ll have left a trace—even if it’s just evidence of where they’ve been.”

“They were on schedule,” Abby said, after a few seconds.

“What?”

“They would have found us at the time predicted, if something had not gone awry here.”

“Oh.”

“I have pulled the communications logs from the nearest satellite, as well as the files logging entry and exit of ships to and from this system. The Shady Marie was on schedule to meet us as I planned.”

As she’d planned? But I knew that. She’d told me that, had planned my snatch and isolation so I could catch up on the background data without Mack and Tens breathing down my neck—that, and so she could run her own, brief, form of desensitization.

All for my benefit, of course.

I sighed. I couldn’t argue with that. I swiveled in the pilot seat, caught sight of the familiar burl of arachnid legs and slid all the way out, reaching for my blaster...and then I stopped.

“Askavor?”

The spider angled his head and thorax towards me, before vanishing into nothing.

“Abby!”

A sense of loss shot through me.

“Congratulations. You passed.”

I missed Askavor.

“Fuck off.”

And the lights in the cockpit went out. I waited, but the lights stayed out.

“Abby?”

Light flared outside the cockpit, a searchlight with the power of several suns that made my eyes water.

“Abby...” I murmured.

“Unidentified craft, we are taking you in tow.”

I recognized those tones—not the voice, exactly, but the words licked by the edge of a growl.

“I didn’t know Lichcomb’s was a wolf world,” I said, but Abby did not answer, and the cockpit stayed as silent as a grave.

“Pilot. Holster your weapon and prepare for boarding.”

I tilted the blaster so its muzzle was pointing to the cockpit’s ceiling, and then turned. The light hurt my eyes, so I closed them, but kept my head up so they could see my face—and then I shifted my grip on the blaster, and very carefully holstered it, turning side-on so they could see me strap it down.

“Very good, Pilot. Now, raise your hands and stay exactly where you are until the boarding party arrives.”

Boarding party?

Abby shuddered, and a soft thump rang through her hull.

“Don’t you hurt my ship,” I muttered.

“Your ship will not be harmed. We are taking you into custody.”

“What have we done wrong?”

As soon as I said it, I knew I’d made a mistake.

“We? Please have all crew come to the cockpit.”

Oh, crap.

“There is no crew, just my ship and me. We. The two of us. You’re taking her under tow, I can only assume she’s going into custody, too.”

The silence grew long, and I waited, uncertainty nibbling at my insides. Given Septu had been kidnapped—and given the value of HMT ships on the black market—I didn’t want them working out exactly what Abby was.

“Any personnel found outside your cockpit will be neutralized.”

So they hadn’t bought it.

“Understood.”

Hopefully, when they discovered there were no other crew, they’d just think me a little space-crazed from being on my own too long. It had been known to happen.

And hopefully, they wouldn’t make too much of a mess of Abby checking I had no one else on board.

More clunks echoed through the hull.

“If you restored power, I could open the door for you,” I said.

There was a hiss and a grinding sound behind me.

“Thank you, Pilot, but there is no need. We can access your ship ourselves.”

“So, I see,” I muttered, even though I couldn’t see a thing.

I could hear it, though. The door ground slowly open, and I worried about damage to the servos and the locking mechanism, wondered what Abby would have to say about it, and if I had enough stashed away to cover the damage. How much did a goddamn servo cost, anyway?

The heavy tread of combat boots sounded in the airlock, and I tensed, bowing my head. There was silence, a hesitation, and then a rush of boots, the sound of partitions being slammed open, the sudden and familiar nudge of a blaster being shoved against my ribs.

I gasped, and made myself keep steady. I’d survived this far. The weight of my blaster disappeared from its holster, and gloved hands grabbed my wrists and pulled them behind my back, the sharp, metal snap of cuffs following shortly thereafter. I didn’t move, not even when the blaster was removed from my ribs, and I heard it slide back into its holster.

The firm grip on the back of my neck was unexpected, but, before I could register what it meant, I felt someone fumbling with my hair, and then heard the snick of the jack sliding home. I tried to slide-step away and jerk my head enough to dislodge the jack, but couldn’t move.

The growl that rumbled out behind me slid over my skin and left cold, hard fear in its wake. I stamped back and down, drove my foot onto the top of a boot, and was pushed forward against the console for my trouble. Another growl rolled through me, more so because the wolf holding me was now pressed hard up against my back.

“Keep still,” was a command I heard both in my implant and in my ears.

“Get the fuck out of my head.”

“Not yet.”

It was like watching a kid opening gifts on Family Day... and then going on to open everyone else’s, without bothering to hide the fact. It was a whirlwind of sheer info-pulling delight.

“Hey!”

My forehead met the console in a quick, sharp jolt. Hard to make myself think of being alone in space, with just the ship for company. Not hard to make myself wish I’d had company for the journey. Difficult, though, to lock down my skull before the rampaging tantrum beast could get into the memories I didn’t want it to have.

That time my head hit the console a lot harder, and my knees gave way. Too late, though; I’d activated the security suite Rohan had given me for emergencies, after one of our riskier ventures. The wolf stopped.

“Rampaging tantrum beast?”

Oh.

Well.

Whatever.

“Ifthe. Bootuh. Fits.”

And he laughed.

“You are fortunate this part of our duty is on contract,” he said, and unjacked. “We get to turn you over to the planetary authorities so they can see why you spent so much time just sitting out here.”

He didn’t add that the wolves had probably picked us up, while they were hijacking the Shady Marie, but that was my guess. System security had nothing to do with it. I’d be interested to see if I even made it to the orbital... and as for the ship...

I stayed exactly where I was. There was no point in giving him an excuse to beat me up; Tens wasn’t on stand-by to haul me out, and Mack didn’t have a regen tank handy. I figured Doc would also be pissed if I got myself hurt when he wasn’t around to patch me up, and, as for Abby...

Man, I hoped she was all right. What had these guys hit her with, anyway?

The grip on my neck didn’t ease, and I was pulled off the console, and dragged out of the cockpit. I baulked as we hit the door.

“I want to stay with my ship.”

His grip tightened.

“Not gonna happen.”

I drove my foot back, going for a knee.

Well, Hell! Since when did security jocks wear hardened battle armor?

His breath ran hot across my shoulder and throat.

“Since we get to deal with assholes like you.”

I tried to duck my head, pull my neck out of his grip, but his hand tightened, and he shook me.

“You’ll be reunited.”

We would?

“You will.”

I almost relaxed, and then I registered the last two questions he’d answered had been unspoken, and tensed. He ignored the reaction.

“Come,” and the grip on my neck was gone, as was the weight of his presence at my back.

Come? He had to be freaking kidding me! I took two steps back into the cockpit, and spun a kick at the control panel for the door. The kick landed, and nothing happened. I backed up.

“Come,” he said, and I shook my head, moving back to sit on the control console and tuck my feet up on the pilot’s seat.

“I want to stay with the ship.”

The wolf returned, resting a forearm on the doorframe as he looked in.

“That is no longer an option,” he said, as if it ever had been.

“It’s my home.”

“Not anymore.”

Well, that sounded ominous. I tucked my feet up onto the console and pushed myself against the glassteel of the cockpit. He sighed, came off the door frame, and crossed the cockpit in a single stride.

“Have it your way.”
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​6—In Werewolf Hands
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I ducked the fist that came at my face, but not the hand it switched to. Being thrown over the wolf’s shoulder gave me an interesting view of his ass—and the surprising fact that the armor had no tail. I was disappointed. I’d wanted to see a tail.
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