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A relic from a near-forgotten war, an escaped concubine, and planetary annexation. When Mack’s hunt for a crashed war ship goes terribly wrong, Cutter and the crew find themselves embroiled in the politics of rebellion, inter-species warfare and inter-clan domination. Throw in clan rivalries and a cub in need of rescue, and a simple wreck retrieval becomes a matter of life, death and Odyssey. The only question is just how much trouble they can get into before they need help getting back out...and if someone will be there to aid them.
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Welcome to the third, and the last planned, edition of Mack and Me: The Wolves of Alpha 9. You know how it goes – a new cover means a new edition, so I threw in a glossary of characters and terms, and a reading chronology of the work currently set in the Odyssey universe, an additional 5,000 odd words to help navigate the book, series, and universe.

This cover was created by Jake at J. Caleb Design, and it’s well past time this edition was published. We’ve come a long way since its first edition. This edition has also been comprehensively re-edited prior to its re-release.

Welcome, once more, to the Shady Marie and it crew, as they voyage through a potential future in Odyssey space.
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“You want to go where?” Tens was not impressed. “With all due respect, Captain, are you out of your tiny little mind?”

I watched as Mack rolled an eye in Tens’s direction, and was glad it was Tens who’d asked, and not me. I wouldn’t have been anywhere near as polite.

And I wouldn’t have gotten away with it.

But if Tens was leading...

“Don’t go there, Cutter.”

Well, damn. The man was still reading me like a book.

He smirked.

“Like that’s ever going to change.”

He looked back over at Tens.

“We’ve hit a quiet patch, and I’m curious.”

The way he said it, you’da thought that explained everything.

Given it was Mack, it kinda did.

The man needed distracting.

“Yeah,” Tens said, picking up on that thought, and I remembered that Mack wasn’t the only one who could get inside my head. “And we all know why.”

“Shut it, Tens!” was something I said in duet, Mack and I completely in agreement for a change.

He stared back at us, shifting his gaze between us.

“Fine!” he said, “I don’t suppose I need to remind you what happened the last time you two were there.”

And Mack and I looked at each other. Last time we’d been on Alpha 9 it had been because Odyssey had asked...or, rather, had insisted we go there, and I mean at gunpoint, and with Mack’s ship and crew as hostages. We’d been going to say no, and that wasn’t an answer they’d take.

Either way, we’d ended up going to Alpha Nine, retrieving a missing data packet, and leaping off a balcony some ten thousand feet above the Carafakt. Tens had picked us up in a teleport beam before we’d gone more than a thousand, but it had still been one Hell of a ride.

And it wasn’t one that I wanted to repeat. I looked over at Mack, and my heart sank. He really was serious.

“Damn straight, I am, Cutter.”

Well, that told me.

He sighed.

“It would make a break from our usual line of work, give the crew some downtime, and maybe net us a bounty on the Odyssey tech front.”

That last point was interesting, given that we’d netted enough bounties in the last ten years that we probably didn’t have to take another Odyssey contract ever, ever again. I looked at him, and saw the tension lurking in his shoulders. For some reason, our agreement meant something. I watched his eyes widen, and he shot me a quick slideways glance.

It didn’t help that Tens had caught that thought, as well. I caught a second look from him, and he shrugged.

“Sure, boss. It’s your boat.”

From the way he said it, he might as well have been saying it was Mack’s funeral.

And that thought earned me rolled eyes from the pair of them.

What? They thought I’d go easy on either of them just because I knew they were in my head? Since when had that ever been a factor? I’d given up trying to keep my thoughts out of my implant and private, ever since I’d learned that it just wasn’t something I could do with this model—and I didn’t want to trade up. I was kinda comfortable knowing they were in my head. It wasn’t like either of them could dictate how I felt—and the Stars knew they’d both tried to do that often enough.

“Hey!”

I didn’t know why they even bothered protesting. They were both as guilty as sin.

“If the shoe fits,” I muttered, and then changed the subject. “So, boss, these wrecks. You wanta tell us about them?”

And Mack relaxed.

“I picked it up on the net,” he said, and he was looking as cagey as hell, like there was some secret about the source that he was uneasy with me finding out.

That had to mean a woman—and one he was pretty sure I’d disapprove of.

I’m not flattering myself; Mack and I, we’d recently realized we had feelings—and it was as uncomfortable as Hell. Since he’d never been that worried about revealing his sources, before—and he’d hidden plenty—then he had to have a reason, and I was guessing it was a woman, one that I’d disapprove of...or maybe one that he thought I’d be jealous of.

Well, there was only one woman that had any chance of that.

“So,” I said, “when did you see Marie for this cozy little chat?”

And Tens sputtered, like he was trying real hard not to laugh. Case, our pilot, wasn’t so subtle. She gave an inelegant snort, and got out of her seat.

“Ship’s on course,” she said, as she crossed the command center. “I don’t need to be here for this.”

I could hear her cracking up as soon as the door to the command center slid closed behind her.

“I...uh...I... We met on Gressen,” he admitted, and blushed red to the hairline.

Tens took one look at him and started howling with laughter.

“Tens...” Mack wasn’t impressed, and Tens couldn’t stop.

It was the first time I’d ever seen the man fall out of his seat, and then he just lay on the floor, curled up and crying, because he was laughing so hard.

“Not funny, Tens,” Mack snapped, and I bit back a snicker.

“Just tell me,” I said, and then said the one thing that was bothering me. “What was it? You needed one last fling? Wanted to make sure she really didn’t want a bar of you and was never going to change her mind? What?”

He stared at me, his face working through the range from denial to anger to horror, and, finally, frustration at not being able to get a word in edgewise.

“I... Oh, give it a rest, Cutter. I just wanted to tell her about you so she didn’t hear it from anyone else.”

I froze.

“Why? It’s not like we’re engaged,” but I knew I was wrong the minute I said it.

We weren’t engaged, and we were still tiptoeing around the edge of declaring intent and exclusivity, but neither of us were looking for anyone else, and pretty much everyone else had picked Mack was taken before I’d been ready to admit he might be interested.

Whatever.

It didn’t mean we were in love!

And Tens stopped laughing. When he spoke, he was as serious as the Stars.

“It kinda does, you know.”

I wanted to tell him to fuck off, but I didn’t. He was right, no matter how much I didn’t want to admit it, and no matter how much Mack was being cautious about that final step. We both knew we were “in it but deep”, as Abby liked to say, but we weren’t quite ready to admit just how deep.

I looked over at Mack, and he looked back. I caught a flash of vulnerability through the link we shared, and then it was gone. Still, it took more courage than either of us wanted to acknowledge for him to ask the next question.

“So. We okay?”

I rolled my shoulders in an elaborate shrug.

“Sure, Mack. Why wouldn’t we be?”

And he took a peek into my head to see that it was true, before he’d continue with his story.

“She kissed me,” he said, and I stared at him.

“Why’d she do that?”

“Because she was happy,” he said, and I heard what he didn’t add. That I’d found someone new.

And he was as conflicted as Hell about that. He didn’t know whether to be relieved or disgusted with himself.

Stupid man.

I looked up and caught him staring.

“What you guys had was special—and she’s nice enough to want you to be happy without her.”

“Oh. Right...”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Tens was obviously sick of the mushy stuff. “All of this touchy feely shit and you haven’t even shagged yet. Why don’t you just get to the point?”

He looked from Mack to me and back, again, and then spelt it out for us.

“The wrecks? Marie obviously wanted to give you a pairing gift.”

It was my turn to blush. I squashed the urge, feeling the color rise and fade in a short-lived burst of heat.

“Whatever, she gave you data. You want to go looking for wrecks on Alpha 9, where, I might add you and I are not flavor of the month, so you obviously have a plan, right?”

Mack shrugged.

“Nope. That’s why I raised it. Thing is, Marie said the wrecks are old, like Wolf-War old, so they’re old tech, and buried deep because of the weapons they used there.”

Well, they would be old, but I didn’t know enough about what happened in the Wolf Wars to even start having a clue about what weapons had been used on Alpha Nine. As far as I knew the wars themselves hadn’t touched the world. I slid out of my seat.

“Looks like I have some research to do,” I said. “I’ll send Case in to take over.”

Mack looked at me.

“I know nothing of the Wolf Wars,” I said, “and this is a retrieval job and a half. Your Marie knew what she was doing when she passed it to you. She must like you a lot.”

I watched the color flow over his face and down his throat.

“She used to,” he muttered, and I remembered the stories about just how far Mack had gone to try and convince Marie to come back. I mean, the ship was named for her, for fuck’s sake. The man had fallen hard, been as smitten as anyone could possibly be. The fact everyone thought he’d fallen just as hard for me was a little disturbing.

Not that he’d let it show. I think I’d forced the admission out of him at a time of stress. We’d been about to head out on a mission, and I’d told him not to worry about me because I knew he was taken and it wasn’t me. And he’d told me it was...and I was fucked if I could work out why.

I felt the shift in Mack’s head when he decided not to explain, felt a barrier go up between us, as though he struggled for distance. Whether for me or for him, I didn’t know...and I wasn’t going to pry. The man had a right to his privacy.

“Damn right, the man does,” he said, and Tens groaned.

“Seriously? You two really need to sort yourselves out.”

We both glared at him, and then I threw up my hands, and headed out.

“I’ve got some research to do,” I said. “I’ll look into the Wolf Wars, and what sort of shit was flying around back in the day.”

Tens focused.

“And I’ll see if I can find us a reason to pay Alpha Nine a visit, given what the two of you did the last time you were allowed on the planet.”

I wondered if we’d ever be able to live that down, and then decided the answer was probably no.

“You do know they might not let you back, right?”

Yeah, I knew that. I also knew Tens was more than capable of finding a way around it, if he wanted to badly enough. I wondered what it would take to make him want it that badly. Another date with Abby, perhaps?

“Don’t go there, Cutter. Not ever.”

And I got the impression that going there might be a really bad idea.

“I’ll haul your ass out of the computer come training,” Mack said, which reminded me that I still had sparring and time on the range to look forward to.

If I was lucky, he wouldn’t let our pet assassins loose on my ass.

Given that was going to curtail my research time a bit more than I wanted, I hauled ass out of there and headed to the Rec Center.
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The Rec room was rarely quiet. This time, we’d had a bit more down time than usual, and it was pretty busy. I waved away challenges in this sim or that, stopped to check in on Rohan, our other pilot and tech-head, and Cascade, the big mutt that stuck to his side.

“How’s it going?” I asked, and Rohan snorted.

“We don’t find something to do, soon, and I’m gonna find some mischief,” he said.

Well, that brought me up short.

“You what?”

He smirked.

“You heard.”

I reached up and poked him in the chest. Damn, the boy had grown some since I was last paying attention.

“You can come to training with me,” I said, and he shook his head.

“Nah, the old man has me booked solid, later.”

“Another time, then,” I said, wondering how Tens would take being called ‘the old man’, as I headed for a computer cubicle.

“I’ll kick the little rat’s ass,” Tens said, and was gone as quickly as he’d appeared in my head.

Whatever, right?

I booted up the computer, hooked in with the implant, and then figured I should be running this from somewhere more secure, and logged out, again. Another minute later, and I was sitting in a locked booth, logged into a terminal isolated from the Recreation Center, as well as the rest of the ship.

Wolf Wars, I thought, and riffled through the search results.

There was a lot of stuff. Maybe I needed to narrow it, and I mean by a lot. I added ‘Alpha Nine,’ and the results almost vanished. I wondered what was hidden on the dark side of the galactic net, and started at the top of the list. There’d have to be something interesting, right?

Nope. Nada. Nothing. Zip. And zilch.

The main reference I found was that the Wolf Wars mainly bypassed Alpha Nine, except for both sides bombarding the shit out of it as they passed.

Oh. That was what the boys had meant when they said anything would be buried deep. Stuff that got used in those wars? Yeah, it kinda had the effect of shifting continental plates and generally disrupting the way the surface formed and fit together. Talk about your extreme makeover.

Well, that was going to complicate things.

I still had a whole pile of nothing when Mack pulled me out of the booth. And I’d thought I was safe once I’d locked the place down. Turns out Mack had made sure he didn’t get locked out of any part of his ship.

“What?” I asked, when he appeared beside me in a shadier-than-advisable auction room.

“Training,” he said. “You’re late.”

“Lost track of the time.”

In truth some of the spaces I’d found in the Underweb had been downright interesting, and some of the prices being offered for leads on Wolf artefacts explained why we were going to chase this rumor to its roots. It also meant that places where such artefacts were found were always on the hunt for leads to more.

It was good to see Tens materialize right beside us—not so good to see him roll his eyes, as he laid a digital hand on our net constructs.

“You’re both a pair of idiots,” he said, and yanked us right back to the ship, his real-time body yanking the connection as soon as Mack and I had arrived back in our heads.

He turned to me.

“You are banned from the Underweb unless Rohan or I are riding shotgun,” and then he’d stalked back out of the booth. “Rohan!”

From the sounds of it, the boy was in for a pretty tough training session. I hope he didn’t hold it against me. I looked at Mack, suddenly aware of just how close he was standing—not like he could avoid it; the booth was pretty damn small. Still, I could feel the heat of him, and it was a bother.

“A bother, huh?”

The man was not amused. He reached out and grabbed my earlobe.

“Let’s go see how much of a bother I can be on the training mats.”

“Why wait for the mats?” I asked, and drove my elbow hard and fast into his ribs.

Grab my ear, would he? Well, I wasn’t having that. I twisted out of his grip, hooked a foot around his ankle and shoved him, hard, in the chest. He went down on his ass, trapped between the computer console and the wall. I spun, lashing out a back kick, and found myself grabbed and hauled out of the booth before the kick could connect.

The drag became a throw and I ended up getting way too close and personal with the wall opposite.

“Ow!”

I looked up, and found Tens glaring down at me.

“Three rounds,” he snapped, and pulled me to my feet. “Now!”

Well, hot damn!

“Rohan, you’re with Mack, this afternoon.”

I glanced around, looking for Mack, and found him standing in the doorway of the booth, looking slightly bemused. He caught my glance, and shrugged, indicating I should follow Tens.

Yeah, whatever, Mack.

I looked back at where Tens was making his way across the rec room.

Might as well get it over with.

I didn’t look back, as I followed Tens out the door—and I tried to ignore the slow trickle of crew that followed. Trust them to sense a serious fight in the air. I could hear their low mutters as they walked behind us, and figured bets were already being placed and credits changing hands.

It didn’t bother me; they’d done it plenty of times before. Usually, it was on a post-mission tussle between Mack and me. And it was rare for Tens to take anything to the mats. He had other ways of imposing his will. For him to be taking these measures, meant he needed to set an example.

Well, dammit all to the Stars and back! A simple ‘no fighting near the data beasts’ would have done it.

“No, it really wouldn’t,” Tens said, but in my head where only I could hear it. “Trust me. Number of fights I would have had to break up in the rec room after that little ass dumping would have been expensive.”

Fine, whatever.

“Is that really all that’s up your britches?”

I’d asked it just as we reached the gym, and he turned his head as he went through the door.

“Hells, no, Cutter. I’ve been wanting an excuse to kick your ass for months. This was the best excuse I’ve had.”

Ass!

He ignored me, putting a bit of a swagger into his stride as he crossed to the mats, and then crossed over them, before turning to face me. Spreading his arms, he leant on the wall and pulled off his boots.

I walked to the edge of the mats, and stopped to pull my own footgear off before stepping onto them. By the time I was done, he was loosening up, two meters in off the wall. I decided I wasn’t going to wait. I walked over, doing my own shrug and jiggle routine until I was in close enough to lash out with a snap kick.

I put a bit of a spin on it, but he laughed, stepped around it, and slammed me hard in the chest. I might have gone down like a sack, but I’d been practicing. I turned the backward momentum into a tuck and roll and flipped back to my feet—just in time to avoid the two fist strikes coming at my torso.

Damn! He’d been watching me spar with Mack.

Time to change out the routine.

I moved from the more formal style I’d been using, and into something based more on balance, grabbing one of his arms as I stepped out of the way of the blow it was supposed to deliver. It was a simple hold, and one that was never going to keep him, but it would cost him time to get out of, and give me a slight edge.

I slung a leg around behind his nearest one, and then reversed the pressure on his arm, using it as a lever to push him back. He went down, and then followed it with something similar to my own tuck and roll routine. Things got complicated after that, but I held him off for the duration of the round, and we both went momentarily to our corners.

By that stage, more of the crew had gathered. We were probably the most entertaining thing to have happened in a while, and word had gotten around. I drew first blood on the next round, splitting Tens’s lip, and snapping his head back as I slammed my other fist into his ribs. He spun out of range, and stepped in a wary circle around me.

I tried another couple of kicks, and he blocked both. It was when I stepped in close and tried to plant him on the mat that he started laughing. Well, crap.

I’d fought with him enough to know that was a bad sign.

This time, when we broke apart, I matched his wary stepping, and we circled, each trying for an advantage. When the audience started a slow clap, we both knew we were in danger of the timer being extended.

House rule: if the opponents failed to get back in the fight within fifteen seconds, the clock got extended. Clapping started at the ten second mark.

We both moved in at the same time. Him with a combination of hand and footwork that made me a little dizzy. I stopped trying to follow them, and just let my subconscious track them. Somehow it made more sense that way—especially if I let my body respond to any obvious threats. It also put me on the defensive, which I hated.

It took me a second to adjust and come back at him. Feet were one of my strengths, but he knew that, and it was obvious I couldn’t block everything if I was going to get a good hit in on my own. Fighting with Mack had made me wary of getting in close.

Mack had height, weight and reach on me—and the man hit like a heavy freighter. Tens fought lighter, darting in to land a few solid shots, and then coming back out, wearing his opponent down while trying to take as little damage as he could.

I guess he’d fought a lot with Mack, too, because those were the tactics I used. There weren’t many others who could match him. I wondered who he’d been fighting with in order to keep his edge, because it sure as shit wasn’t Rohan.

That bit of inattention cost me dearly.

Tens got in close, slamming me back over the calf he’d hooked around my legs, and trying to pile-drive his heel into my mid-section as I went down. I hit the mat, hard, and rolled enough to my side to avoid his foot, lashing out with a hand to grab his supporting leg and pull it out from under him.

This was usually where I bounced back to my feet, and out of Mack’s reach—but I wasn’t fighting Mack; I was fighting Tens. He still hit hard, but wasn’t quite as likely to wrap my spleen around my spine. This time, when the timer went to end the round, neither of us backed away.

Instead of going back to my feet, I dived on top of Tens’s chest and tried to pin him down with an elbow across the throat. That didn’t work out so well for me, as Tens gut-punched me twice for leaving too much room between us.

That. Hurt.

I tried to return the favor, but he wrapped his free hand around the pressure point above my supporting elbow and the arm went numb. That round finished pretty quickly with me seeing stars as the crewman that had volunteered to referee the fight called an end to the round—and the fight.

Seeing as we’d drawn the first round, and fought past the end of the second, the third round was the decider. Two draws and a win, with me pretty much coming out the loser. I just lay on the mat and sucked air, wondering how mad Doc was going to be with me for cracking another couple of ribs.

It was little comfort that Tens was in the same boat, judging from the way he was pressing his hand to his side as he tried to stand up straight. Around the edge of the mats, cred sticks passed between hands, and people gloated or commiserated as needed. I rolled slowly onto my butt, and pushed up onto my feet, wary as Tens moved toward me.

“Not bad,” he said, offering me a hand up. “You’ve come a long way since the first time we did this.”

He was right. I had. I hadn’t lasted a round the first time. Come to think of it, that had been about computers, too. In fact, I think I’d borrowed his system, and he’d been explaining just how much he hated it when I hacked through his passcodes.

“Yeah, that’d be it,” he told me, and even his mind voice sounded breathless.

Breathless, huh? I’d done better than I’d thought I could—and I wasn’t even juiced.

It wasn’t exactly a surprise to find Mack standing at the edge of the arena, Rohan by his side. My guess was Mack had decided the fight would be more educational than any fitness drill or sparring match he could devise...either that, or they were about to get started.

Tens wrapped an arm around my shoulders, and leant on me like he needed the support. Come to think of it, so did I. I returned the gesture, and we helped each other off the mats. Neither of us bothered putting our boots back on.

“See you in the caf when you’re done,” Tens told Mack, as we passed. “I’ve found us a job.”

I caught Mack’s nod, and the expression of interest that flitted across his face too fast for him to hide, and then Tens and I stumbled past, heading for Medical. Doc was probably not gonna be happy to see us.
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I was right, which wasn’t exactly a good thing.

Doc wasn’t happy to see us. In fact, he was downright annoyed.

“I ought to put you both in tanks and leave you there until you learn some common sense,” he growled, and I figured he couldn’t mean it.

The Shady Marie had only one tank. There was no way he could put us both in a tank and leave us there. Most tanks only took the one patient—this one included, if what I knew of tanks was right.

“I could have fun tryin’,” Doc muttered, picking the thought right out of my head, because, of course, he had as much access as both Mack and Tens. There was no way I was getting any privacy, any time soon.

He strapped Tens’s ribs, and then strapped mine, and then he looked at where Tens was sitting beside me, and dipped his head in a single nod. I was moving before he was done, but I was never going to be moving fast enough. Even a sore Tens was fast, and he’d been expecting the good Doc’s signal.

He had me wrapped in his arms and pinned at about the same time as Doc came up and stood beside me.

“You really need to get the Hell over this,” Doc scolded, and slid the needle through the bandages, and into my skin.

My legs were moving as the cold burn of nanites flowed over my ribs, and Doc slid the needle back out. I felt it withdraw, and watched as Doc went back over to the medical cabinet. He discarded the used needle and picked up a second one, but he didn’t turn around.

“You can go wait outside, Cutter,” he said. “Tens will join you in a minute.”

I could, and I did, and I waited, tense and hurting, until Tens came out of the medical center.

“You okay?” he asked, when he saw me, standing up against the wall. “Only you look like you’re waiting for a firing squad, and I don’t have one with me.”

“I’m fine,” I told him, and came off the wall to walk with him down the corridor.

“You’re a terrible liar, you know.”

Well, we both knew that. I nodded, the fear leaching out of me.

“Yup.”

Mack was waiting in the small room that served as an officer’s mess in the caf. He’d already ordered a light meal, and was busy glaring at Rohan’s dog when we came in. Cascade was meeting his gaze and looking far too pleased with himself, his lolling tongue and happy grin a sure sign he’d scored something he shouldn’t have.

“If you weren’t such a useful mutt,” Mack was growling, “I’d have you spaced with your useless master.”

Rohan was sitting very still, and looking very worried. He looked at Tens, asking for help with his eyes.

Tens sighed. “What’s the damn dog done, this time?”

“He ate my pie,” Mack grumbled, and I watched as Tens pressed his lips together, in an attempt not to laugh. Rohan still looked anxious

“I ordered you another one,” he said, but Mack continued to glare at Cascade.

“And what’s to stop this monster from eating that, as well, when it gets here.”

“I ordered him one, too,” Rohan told him, and Mack rolled his eyes.

“Like that’s going to work.”

He sputtered as Cascade took the opportunity to stretch up and lick him on the mouth. I couldn’t help smiling, as Mack pushed the big creature away, and turned his attention to Rohan.

“And how many times have I told you that you need to keep him under control?”

Cascade stopped trying to wash Mack’s face and looked suddenly toward Rohan. He whined, and cocked his head to one side, before getting up and padding over to lie down on the floor beside Rohan’s chair. Mack frowned at the boy and his dog, and then turned his attention to Tens.

“What have you got?” he asked.

“I put the word out you wanted to do some military exercises,” Tens said, and held up a hand to still Mack’s protest. “It seemed the best way to establish why you wanted to be here, as well as hide the fact we needed work.”

Mack grunted, and waved for Tens to continue.

Which the man did, after he’d worked his way around the table to take a seat between Mack and his apprentice. I took the opposite way around, avoiding the young man and his dog, and taking my place at the seat on Mack’s right. Tens ignored me, continuing with his report.

“I put the word out that you’d really like to use Carafakt Gorge since it’s the only chasm of its type anywhere near civilization, and you’d be interested in putting the rest of the crew down for a bit of shore leave while the training went on. There was a bit of resistance from the local lords so I gave them the impression you’d consider trading services for a good word, permission and, or, access.”

Mack had leant forward, listening intently as Tens spun his tale, and I couldn’t help being impressed. Tens had made us a way in, and managed to hide the real reason we were here, which, given the reception I’d found in the Underweb, was all to the good.

“So, I’ve set up a meeting, and Lord Nikodemus Barangail wants to see you for an evening meal and private dinner meeting two days from now.” He glanced at me. “Companions optional, but there’s usually dancing, and you should probably take your own partner. No offense, Cutter.”

“None taken,” I managed, blushing red to the roots of my hair.

Dancing huh? I knew dancing. Abs had... I shut that thought down fast, and was glad when Mack ignored it.

“Two days from now? We’re that close?” Mack looked surprised.

Tens looked smug.

“I had Case plot in a new course,” he said. “Told her you wanted to be on Alpha Nine sooner rather than later. She said to ask you if she could chase down a contract she’d seen out this way. Very lucrative hit on a very bad man. She said she and Steppy needed to, and I quote: ‘keep our hands in.’”

Mack gave him a long and careful stare, and I watched the shadows of his thoughts move behind his eyes. Mack gave the two assassins a home, and they didn’t take any contracts that might give him grief—or come after him, for that matter—but, just occasionally he had to let them go do what they did best. And he didn’t like it.

“Dinner, I’m happy with,” he said. “Tell Case to get back to me with files on who, and just how bad, and I’ll think about it. I also expect her research to be impeccable, if she and Step don’t want to spend this trip locked down in stasis.”

Tens’s eyebrows rose, but the kitchen staff arrived with food, and he bit back whatever he’d been going to say. He also didn’t try to break the silence that followed, as we ate—including the dog, who’d been given his own bowl. I wondered why that hadn’t been done the first time, given we’d had him long enough to know.

The feel of Mack’s fingertips resting on my arm, brought me out of my head and back to the present.

“What?”

Tens was smirking. Rohan was looking embarrassed, and Mack? Mack was his usual frowny self.

“You need to do some research on Barangail,” he said, and I got the impression it wasn’t the first time he’d said it.

“Sure thing, Mack.”

I cleaned up what was left on my plate, and looked around the table.

“Are we done?”

It wasn’t the politest way to ask if I could leave, but it was all I felt like doing. I was sore as Hell from where Tens had slugged me, and I probably needed to sleep so those nanites could take effect, but I also needed to make sure we didn’t get sideswiped by the next clown we worked for...or, at least try to make sure we didn’t get sideswiped, and, if we did, that it wasn’t as bad as usual.

“Hey!”

That came from both Tens and Mack, but I didn’t respond straight away. I pushed back my chair and gathered up my plates, sticking my cutlery in the empty coffee cup on top of the pile.

“If the boot fits, boys,” I said, heading out into the café proper.
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Two days later, we were met by a small squad of armed guards, at the top of the beanstalk linking the small city above Carafakt Gorge to the orbital overhead. Mack squeezed the arm I’d tucked through his elbow tight against his side, and laid his hand over mine. I think he was trying to warn me not to laugh.

That was hard, but the tension in his fingers made it easier.

Sure thing, big man, I thought, resisting the urge to kick him in the shin.

“You don’t behave, and I’ll toss you over the Gorge, myself,” he said—in my implant, where our waiting escort couldn’t hear. “Now, smile, and pretend you’re a lady.”

Now, I really did want to kick him. I’d never been mistaken for a lady in my life.

Tens snorted, his voice coming through loud and clear in my head. “So, why start now?”

“Tens!”

Well, at least I wasn’t the only one who wasn’t impressed. Mack sounded pretty irate. Tens cut the link, still snickering.

“Don’t make me come up there.”

“You don’t have the time, boss. They’re getting impatient.”

He was right. The man standing at the front of the rest of the squad, had cleared his throat, and taken a step forward, his foot resting on the other end of the umbilical connected to the station. Mack made a show of running his fingers over the front of his very smart, very austere captain’s uniform, and I wondered when any captain had worn a light layer of armor to a formal dinner...or dressed like he was going to war, instead of a social occasion.

“You’d be surprised,” Mack murmured, but his mouth was still, and his eyes were roving over the waiting guards. “These boys might look pretty, but they’re tooled to the hilt, and they’ve been in fights, before. Don’t start anything.”

I think he meant ‘Please, don’t start anything’, but I didn’t push it. I figured I wouldn’t start anything, but if someone else got the ball rolling, then I would sure as shit finish it.

“Just don’t be the instigator.”

Damn. Man knew me far too well.

We headed down through the umbilical, with me doing my very best not to think about just how close the vacuum was. I’d gotten my fear of airlocks down to a controllable level, but it had morphed into a nagging anxiety whenever vacuum was in touching distance, and I hadn’t worked out how to fix it, yet.

Mack patted my hand.

“You’ll get it,” he said, and I knew he meant overcoming the fear, and not anything else.

It wasn’t a comment I wanted to answer, but I really hoped he was right, because I had my doubts.

“And we’re on,” he said, sending the quiet reminder through my implant that he wasn’t the only one present.

I raised my head, doing my best to look—how had Case put it—aloof and mysterious... “or at least like you’re bored out of your skull.”

I liked Case. Aloof, I could do; mysterious? Not so much. Bored? Well, I’d specialized in that at high school—and didn’t that seem like a lifetime away?

“You also need to look like that man is the center of your universe,” Case had told me, indicating Mack, “and not to move like you’re a combat operative looking for a fight.”

That last one wasn’t going to be easy, but—man!—Case had packed a hell of a lot of training into the forty-eight hours we’d had. She’d also lined up the files I needed on Barangail, and fed them into my implant so they played when I slept.

I hadn’t slept very well.

Barangail was a friend of Case and Step’s target. The planet was a feudal basket case, and we were heading right down into the middle of a world where slavery and indentured servitude were a way of life. I wondered just how many of the natives would ask for a ticket off this place, and worried how either Mack and I were going to handle having to leave so many folk behind in such a very bad place.

“It won’t be for much longer,” Case had told me. “Who’d you think paid for the hit?”

And they’d pay with an artefact. It made me hope we weren’t about to go stealing their nest egg. Mack didn’t respond to that thought, either, and I wondered if it bothered him.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” was not a comforting thought, but it was followed by a much more vocalized, “Captain Targil, thank you for coming to meet us.”

Which was not what he’d said when he’d heard Barangail was sending an escort. As a matter of fact, it was about as far from ‘Well, that’s a pain in the ass,’ and ‘What the fuck does he think we need a babysitter for,’ as you could get. Again, he squeezed my elbow against his side, so I looked up, giving Targil my best blank stare, followed by the merest hint of a smile. Having caught the captain’s eye, I tilted my chin to look up at Mack, and let my smile widen.

This time it was Case who commented.

“Way to give a guy the wrong impression,” she said.

I’d forgotten she was watching on the security scans.

“Thanks, Case,” I told her, and my mind-tone sounded anything but grateful.

“Don’t get me wrong, kid. that was a classic Bored-Lady-of-the-House look. The man is going to keep an eye on you to make sure you don’t go and seduce any of his men, and he’s not going to let you anywhere near himself. Good work.”

Oh, well, that put a different light on things.

Cool.

“You are trouble on a stick.” As usual, Mack was not impressed.

He was right, though; I was trouble on a stick. Targil hadn’t noticed the exchange, or anything that might indicate we weren’t paying him as much attention as we should. Or he had, and it either didn’t bother him, or he wasn’t letting it show.

“You are most welcome, Captain Star. Lord Barangail wished to make sure you reached his home safely.”

Mack stopped, arching an eyebrow, turning his attention on the man—and completely ignoring we were at the edge of the umbilical, two steps onto the concourse with the ship and open space behind us. Captain Targil frowned, but Mack ignored his discomfort.

“Is there any reason why we would not?” he asked, and the captain blushed, as though he’d been caught in a blunder he now had to dig himself out of.

“Oh, no, sir,” he replied. “His lordship just wished to ensure you did not get lost when you traversed the city. He decided to send a transport.”

“Really? He didn’t mention the need. We were going to take something more local.”

The color subsided from the captain’s face.

“We understand, sir. Lord Barangail sends his apologies. He has canceled your booking, and asks that you take no offence at his precautions.”

This time, Mack stopped.

“Precautions?” he asked, his voice taking on a dangerous edge.

Captain Targil looked at him, only just appearing to notice the cut of his uniform, the number of weapons he carried, and the experience written on his face. He assessed Mack with a quick sweep of his eyes, and then turned his gaze on me. I managed a slightly uncertain smile, coupled to an anxious look at Mack, and a slight shift closer to his side.

“Oh, beautiful!” Casey breathed. “That’s got him.”

And it had. The captain took in my reaction, and turned right back to Mack. I did not miss the moment, when he decided I wasn’t any kind of threat, and had to suppress a grin.

“Don’t you dare!” came through the implant, and I managed to let my anxiety fade into the blank look I’d adopted at the start.

The captain didn’t spare me another glance, but hastened to reassure Mack.

“There were rumors of unrest, just before your arrival,” he said. “We thought it better to ensure your security than gain your permission. Please forgive our presumption.”

And if that man was looking for forgiveness, I was hoping to be dressed in pink lace and fed on candy for the rest of my life. Mack gave me a startled glance, and then smoothed the expression from his face, as he looked back at the captain.

“It can be arranged,” echoed through my head, accompanied by the sputtered laughter of those watching in the comms center.

Smart ass!

But he ignored me, focusing solely on the captain, as though I was little more than a bauble decorating his arm. It would have made me angry, if I hadn’t been able to feel how satisfied he was for my abilities to be kept secret. It was good, apparently, to have ‘an ace in the hole’, whatever that meant.

“Unrest?” Mack asked, and lifted the hand from my fingers, so he could let it drift toward the blaster at his hip.

The captain hastened to reassure him.

“Not here,” he said, “and not now, but we didn’t want to risk a disruption to your evening.”

Or his negotiations, I thought, but didn’t say.

Tension ran briefly along Mack’s forearm, and then he relaxed, and continued moving along the umbilical. I wanted to tease him with the fact I could actually behave, but thought better of it, concentrating, instead, on walking like a lady. These dresses were harder to move in than it looked—and to make that movement look like I’d been born to glide with all the grace of a cruiser slipping through space... Well, that took a bit.

“You’re doing fine,” came Case’s reassurance. “More than fine.”

I couldn’t help but think that, after the hours of incentive abuse she’d heaped on my head, I’d darned well better. The Stars knew what she’d do if I mucked it up, now. There was no reply, and we moved off the concourse beside the ship’s docking bay, and further into the station.

The trip down the beanstalk was swift, and far too similar to being in an airlock for comfort. I was fine, until the elevator’s doors closed behind me, not quite able to suppress a small gasp as I came to a sudden halt.

“Keep it together,” Case snapped, her voice cracking through the shock, and Mack took my hand with his free one, unlooping his arm from mine to wrap it around my waist.

“She’s not very good with heights,” he explained to the captain.

And, before I could react to that, Mack had scooped me into his arms and stepped all the way into car.

“Where should we sit?” he asked, as I recalled the fact I was wearing the latest pair of combat boots, and made sure to keep my feet tucked under the folds of the dress.

My sudden movement must have reminded Mack that I wasn’t exactly kitted out as a lady under the dress, and he met the captain’s gaze.

“Where?”

The man gestured toward a seat in the center of the car, and Mack carried me over to it, setting me down, buckling me in, and then taking his place beside me. As soon as he was settled, he tucked his arm around me, and drew me close to his side.

“It’s okay, sweetling,” he said. “We’ll be on the ground, soon.”

The inside of my skull roared with laughter, and I had to duck my head to hide the expression on my face.

Sweetling? I mean, when the fuck had he ever called me that?

And I swear I heard Tens fall out of his chair, again. As for Case, she was laughing so hard she was crying. Mack leant over me, cradling my head against his chest—and it wasn’t because I was frightened.

“You let me know when you’ve got your face back under control,” he said, and he sounded like he was having a hell of a time keeping his own laughter at bay.

“I’m going to kick your ass, first chance I get,” I told him, glad, for once, the implant was somewhere we could speak in semi-privacy.

He ignored that, and, when he spoke, again, it was to the captain of the guard.

“She’ll be fine as soon as we’re on the ground,” he reassured the man, and I resisted the urge to try and put the ribs closest me through the other side of his chest.

“Play nice,” he said, inside my skull.

“I think she deserves another set of boots,” Casey suggested, and Tens begged her to stop.

Damn! If I hadn’t seen him laugh that hard, before, I’d have sworn he was in pain.
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I spent the trip down the beanstalk with my eyes closed, and my hand gripping Mack’s so hard my knuckles were white. It wasn’t the height, so much—although that didn’t help—but looking out at the stars with even less than an airlock between us was having a much worse effect on me than I’d thought.

I’d been down beanstalks before—okay, I’d been down one beanstalk, before—and it hadn’t bothered me. Maybe it was the height combined with the airlock-tight confines of the car, since this was the first stalk I’d gone down since jumping off way too many high places, while relying on Tens to teleport me back home.

And wasn’t that the funniest thing? The Shady Marie being home. I didn’t think I’d ever really had one of those before. Not one I wanted to come back to. The car slowed, coming to a halt, but it was Mack’s voice in my ear that made me open my eyes.

“We’re here.”

He used his other hand to peel my grip loose of the one I’d been holding, and then tucked my arm through his, pulling me to my feet when he stood. I might have protested at that, but I was a lot shakier than I’d realized. Made me wish I didn’t have to go back up the same way.

“You’d rather have to leap over a cliff and have Tens catch you, again?” Mack teased, in the privacy of our heads.

“At least, I’m used to that,” I snapped back, and I’m sure my feelings showed on my face.

Targil’s expression shifted from welcoming to concerned.

“Is everything okay?” he asked, but his eyes were on Mack, and not on me.

I’d have been annoyed if that hadn’t been the effect we’d been working for.

“She doesn’t travel well,” Mack said, and Targil looked even more concerned.

I glared at my erstwhile captain and supposed partner, and he gave me a sharp look of reprimand. It reminded me of my role, and I looked away and down, moving my expression from angry to anxious, like a lap dog that had been kicked.

“Nice work,” Case murmured, as Mack moved to reassure the captain.

“Anything with heights that doesn’t involve a luxury cabin blocking out the stars,” he amended. “I’m glad you brought ground transport. What is it? A skimmer?”

The captain relaxed.

“Oh, no. A shuttle.” His anxiety returned. “I hope the lady...”

“She’s fine with shuttles.” Mack hastened to reassure him. “As long as they stay close to the ground.”

“This one will be travelling at street level,” the captain assured us. “Shall we?” And he led the way from the umbilical.

His men had already headed out, and were set up like an honor guard outside the elevator—or so it seemed at first glance. When I looked, again, I noticed that not all of his men were set up like that. Some were scattered throughout the ground floor, and they weren’t alone.

There was another half dozen, wearing the same uniform, positioned by the doors, and on the pavement beyond. If I hadn’t known any better, I’d have said they were securing a perimeter.

“My thoughts, exactly,” Mack agreed, and I found it easy to lay my free hand over his forearm and turn an anxious look toward him. It was better than surveying the area myself, and looking like I knew what I was seeing.

Mack did that for me, turning his head, and feeding the visuals direct from his implant to mine. Well, that made it easy to keep a blank face. I took a moment to study the input, knowing he’d guide me forward while I lost contact with the world outside the implant.

Even so, I missed the small group of shooters that opened fire as soon as we were midway between the beanstalk concourse and the waiting shuttles. Barangail’s were big, black monstrosities, polished to within an inch of their lives, autocannons mounted on swivel turrets close to the mid-point on either side.

“Time to be the lady,” Mack said, inside my head, and I sighed.

It was like coming in for a hard landing, because the first shooter opened fire from the corner of the concourse as I got back to the Real. Several of the lord’s guard went down, and I was glad Mack was wearing his armor. He pulled me behind him, even as the captain bolted for the central shuttle, shouting for them to open up and warm up.

The household escort returned fire, and then a second shooter opened up from the other corner.

So much for these boys securing the perimeter.

I caught sight of the shooter, and decided the boys hadn’t really stood a chance. It also gave me an idea of just how well funded the enemy was. I hadn’t seen a blend suit used in any of the major encounters I’d had on the Shady Marie. Not when we were going up against the arach, or even when we were working with a reclusive lord’s private forces.

I’d only ever heard of them being used by solo operatives like myself—and I didn’t have one. I watched as the shooter melded out of the concourse wall, and took out the three guards closest, and then blended back in, again, only to reappear three meters from their first position and take out another two. One of those suckers would come in really handy.

“I’ll buy you one for your birthday,” Mack said, doing the possessive brute thing and dragging me in front so he could lift me off my feet.

At least this time he remembered to tuck my skirts around me so my feet and legs didn’t stick out—or not for long, anyway. I hoped Targil and his men had other things they needed to focus on, because I was pretty sure the armored leggings I was wearing under my dress were even more unladylike than the dressed-up combat boots I had on my feet.
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