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Nothing ruins a good cup of kaff than a spider teleporting on board...and these were in the six-foot-business-suite-and-tie range, carrying blasters and a sense of entitlement like you wouldn’t believe. They gave me a job to do, and held my ship hostage while I went to do it—and that’s when everything went all to pieces. Now, I need to bust Mack and the Shady free, and try to avoid creating an interspecies incident while I’m at it. The question is How?
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With a new cover, it was time for a new edition of Mack ‘n’ Me: Arach, so I’ve gone through and completely re-edited this story, and added some new front and back matter, namely a Terms and Characters section, which includes anything that might be referenced from the books and short stories that preceded it.

I have planned this as the final iteration of this story, as there are many more waiting to be told, including more of the mischief Mack and Cutter get into after the series ends, and I can hardly wait to write them. In the meantime, however, here is the re-edited and updated edition of the third book in the Mack ‘n’ Me ‘n’ Odyssey series.

Welcome to the universe. I’m glad to be walking it once more...and sharing some of its myriad stories with you.
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The arach materialized in the ship’s canteen. I had turned away from the counter with a cup of kaff in my hand, when the air in front of me shuddered.

Funny one, Mack, I thought, but I backed up a step, just the same. No way was I going to let him spoil my first cup of the morning. And then the air grew solid, and I saw a face I knew. One that still came to me in nightmares.

I dropped the kaff...kinda. Actually, I tossed the kaff, cup and all, at the creature standing before me. Oh, he might look like a man, but he wasn’t. He was arach—and spiders still scared the crap out of me. I tossed the kaff, and I was back over the canteen counter and reversing toward the stove top when Mack arrived.

His hand, on my arm, yanked me sideways, saving my ass, quite literally, from a nasty burn. And then he pulled me up against his front, and wrapped one arm around me, while the other pulled an A-Level blaster and levelled it across the canteen counter.

“I told you not to come back,” he said, and the arach smiled.

I glimpsed fangs. Reversed away from it. And didn’t move an inch. Mack was a solid wall behind me, his arm a bar of iron over my chest. More air shimmered, and the few crew who were in the canteen were gone before the rest of the arach team arrived.

A whimper clawed its way out of my throat, and I froze. Tremors shook me, but I couldn’t move. The arach regarded Mack’s blaster, regarded Mack, and regarded me, and that damn smile didn’t shift. We were in it, but deep.

“We have more work for you,” it said.

“And I told you, no more,” Mack retorted.

He had? Somewhere in my mind that registered as something he’d done for me. It was almost sweet.

“You also said you don’t say no when you can’t outrun us,” the arach replied, and Mack swore.

Yeah, pretty much what he said. We’d been bugged and we hadn’t even known it. Tens had some explaining to do.

And then the arach looked at me. Most frightening thing I’d seen in a long line of things that scare. The kaff had hit it mid-chest, staining its suit, and shirt and tie. I mentioned this thing looked like a man, right? Yeah?

Well, it was wearing a suit. All business, these arach—when they weren’t slaughtering each other’s clans, or taking over planets under the guise of being traders. This one looked at me, glanced down at its suit, and looked me right in the eye. I went weak at the knees, and so not in a good way.

“You owe me blood,” it said, and my knees gave way.

Not that this monster was going to know it. Mack’s arm tightened, kept me from sliding to the floor. I grabbed hold of my vision, stopped it wavering, stopped the blur that meant I was about to go to black. Couldn’t stop the shakes. Still. Couldn’t. Move. Mack lowered his blaster.

That was a good thing. A-Levels were not ship-safe weapons, and I didn’t want to try breathing vacuum. Although, given what we were sharing our air with, that was starting to look mighty tempting. Mack’s voice in my head carried through to the crew.

We all had implants, and the internal net cut down on chatter.

“All hands to lock down. We have been boarded.”

Across the counter, the arach smirked. Behind him, his team drew their weapons. Three covered the door; four covered us. It was like they knew we were talking—and what the response would be...

“No, can do, captain. They have the bridge.”

Fear became a solid ball in my chest, and I wanted to be sick. Mack’s arm kept me at his front.

“We’ve hacked your net, too,” the arach said, inside our heads—inside all our heads—and I felt Mack tense.

He had good reason, too. If the arach had hacked our net, and held our ship—and they’d definitely hacked our security if they’d been able to teleport aboard—they really did have us. Tens sure as shit had some explaining to do—and then a ton of work to find out how they’d managed it and make sure they couldn’t manage it again.

And me. Cos I sure as shit had a bullet in this shooting match, and then Tens was goin’ to want another round on the mats. I wondered if he’d let me live, this time.

If we lived, at all.

Mack started to holster his blaster, but the arach raised their weapons, and I saw their safeties flicked off. The arach leader gestured to the counter. Still as tense as hell, Mack carefully put the A-Level on the counter-top. And I found I’d stopped shaking.

Funny thing about terror. You can only be terrified for so long. After that, it settles down to a manageable level. Mack knew this, and knew I’d been put through part of an arach desensitization program on the last mission. He was probably hoping it would be enough.

Enough for what, I sure as shit didn’t know, but I found I could stand on my own again. Discovered, too, that I preferred to stay just where I was. Mack was warm. He was shelter. And I wanted his arm around me, dammit!

The arach leader watched us, and, if I hadn’t known better, I woulda thought he was reading my mind. Now, there was a thought that didn’t bear considering, but it got me thinking about implants, and what could be accessed through them, and it turned out I did know better.

Oh, Hell no.

I looked at the arach, really looked at him, met his eyes. And I saw he knew exactly what had been on my mind. That smirk widened into a smile and a wink, and then all humor left his face.

“You know where the meeting room is,” he said, and turned away.

Mack and I watched him walk back through his team, and out the canteen door. We watched as the first three members of his team preceded him into the corridor, and two followed. The last two kept their weapons on us, and then gestured we should follow.

“Don’t keep me waiting,” echoed in our heads.

I studied the communication, and saw it was set for us alone.

“You mobile?” Mack asked, and I nodded. “Can you talk?”

I tried. “Yeah.”

“Good.”

He unwound his arm from my chest, but kept it draped across my shoulders. Either he didn’t want me leaving all of a sudden, or he’d caught that thought about me wanting his arm around me.

I was betting on the former. I’d wanted his arms around me before, and he hadn’t obliged.
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We got to the meeting room without any trouble, Mack keeping me tucked against him the whole way. Like I said, he either knew I wanted that arm around me, or he was just making damn sure I didn’t bolt... or both. It coulda been both.

Either way, we made it to the meeting room, our tiny escort of two not enough to have held us, if we’d tried to run. But Mack had a ship to think of, and a crew he really wanted to have make it through each and every mission, and I... I didn’t want to lose what I had.

Whatever that was.

The gloves came off when we were both sitting opposite the arach leader. There was no preamble. The damn thing just shifted. Got out of his seat while his skin was changing, and went from man to arachnoid in twenty seconds flat—which might have been impressive if I hadn’t been trying to get as far away from him as fast as I could.

Without leaving my chair.

Completely forgetting the spiders in human form behind me...who changed as I untangled myself from the chair, and ran backward into them.

Ever been trapped in an arach’s grasp? Had four arms wrap around you, and a set of pedipalps settle over your shoulders. Never?

Tell you what. I missed having Mack’s arm around me, right then. Really missed it as I curled up on myself, not caring that my feet couldn’t touch the ground.

And Mack? He just sat there, watching the show. His gaze flicking between the arach leader, the arach guards, and me. When I stopped screaming, and just stayed as still as I could, he spoke.

“Can I have her back?”

The arach leader surveyed him from a multitude of eyes.

“Do you need her?”

“Always.”

Always? That was news to me.

“Truly?” That damned arach was laughing at us; I was sure of it. “She seems more trouble than she’s worth.”

“She’s mine.”

I can’t read arach expression. Not when they’re in that shape, but, if I didn’t know any better, I’da said the spider didn’t believe Mack, not one little bit.

“Are you sure?”

And Mack pushed out of his chair, unfolding to his full height.

“Give her back,” he said, and pivoted toward me.

Spiders move fast. And there were seven guards to his one, all-on-its-lonesome, self. Spiders are also stronger than the average bear...or not-so-average bear, in Mack’s case. Still, it took three of them to pin him, as their leader came around the table toward me.

“You owe me blood,” he said, and I stared at him.

It was dumb, the stupidest move ever, but I figured I had nothing to lose. After all, I already owed him, so what was a little more between us?

I stayed curled, and I let him think I was too terrified to move. I kept still, when all I wanted to do was run. I was already tense, my feet already tucked. When he got within range, I let him have it, kicking out with both legs, slamming my feet into his chest with all the force I could muster. Something went crack, and he froze and glanced down at his chest. Ichor leaked a line of brown, where the break had occurred. It stained his suit.

Arach face or not, I could tell I’d caught him by surprise. And then he laughed.

“Now, you owe me more.”

I’d already known that would be the case, so why did hearing it send chills right through me?

I watched as he turned his head to one of the guards not holding either Mack or me in one spot, and then he spoke to it in arach, his mouth-parts moving in a way I’d never wanted to see. When they both turned toward me, Mack started shouting, and kicking up three kinds of hell, and not doing an ounce of good. And me?

Well, of course, I tried to run—and I got nowhere. But I didn’t stop trying. I didn’t. Right up until I saw the leader nod, and felt the arach behind me sink his fangs into that point where your neck connects to your shoulder.

Well, that made me yelp, and kick until the second arach grabbed my legs. And then the poison took effect, and I couldn’t move at all.

As if in reflection, Mack stopped struggling.

“No,” he said, his voice soft with disbelief. “No. That’s not part of the deal! There will be no deal!”

And he was struggling again.

I might have laughed when he got bit, as well—except it wasn’t funny, and the arach leader was closing. I got passed like a sack of veggies, into his arms, and then he opened up a vein in my throat, and took what he said I owed. And there wasn’t a damn thing Mack or I could do to stop him.

About half-way through, the poison wore off, and I tried to push him away. The best I could do was lay a hand on his chest. Not long after, I heard Mack speak.

“Please,” he said, and I tried to turn my head.

That man had never begged in his life.

“Please,” he said, again. “I’ll need her for the job.”

At this, the arach raised his head. I’d like to say, I lifted mine, too, but I didn’t. I just lay there, in the spider’s arms, limp as a wet fish.

“So there will be a deal?” and the arach shifted to almost human form, vocal cords letting him speak aloud, but still keeping two sets of arms around me. Now, though, I rested against a kaff-and-ichor-stained suit, instead of a carapace that looked like steel. Oh...good.

Mack sounded tired when he answered.

“There will be a deal.”

Defeated, even. But I was tired. Too tired to run...or to struggle as the arach bent his head to my throat, once more.

“Please,” and this time, I heard grief.

What? The man was going to miss trading blows on the mats? Kicking me out of his control room, when I had no business being there? Give it a break.

“Please. I need her.”

Well, Hell.

And the arach raised his head.

“Let him up,” he said, and carried me over to where Mack was getting shakily to his feet.

“I’ll give you ten minutes to hand her over to the medics, and be back here for your orders,” he said, and dumped me in Mack’s arms.

The arach looked down at me, and then back at Mack.

“I suggest you hurry.”

I wanted to agree, but I was getting real sleepy, so sleepy I was having trouble keeping my eyes open.

Mack hurried.

I drifted in and out, watching Mack’s lips move, but only catching patches of conversation. Words like ‘transfusion,’ ‘cutting it fine,’ and other less complementary phrases typical to Doc about a captain that lets his crew members get et. But what did I care?

Mack needed me as something more than a spider-man’s snack—and he needed me enough to beg.

And damn me, if I didn’t find that kinda cool.
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Cool or not, I found out just how much he needed me, when the docs pulled me out of the med bay and sent me back to my quarters. It was no surprise to find Mack waiting in my room.

Nope, no big surprise there. The big surprise was that the arach leader was standing right next to him, along with two of his men, who pulled me through the door as soon as it opened.

This time, I didn’t freeze—but I didn’t get out the door, either.

I backed up against it just as they closed it behind me, then I took a breath, and pulled myself together.

“I have orders to rest,” I said, shuddering as the arach guards closed up tight on either side.

Each one slid an arm between my back and the door, and walked me forward. I was fine, until one bent and brushed a pedipalp across my cheek. And that was it, I curled up, still standing, but hunched in on myself as I screamed.

Mack was in front of me in an instant, bending to put his face close to mine, his grip firm on my shoulders. His words whiplash sharp against my mind.

“Snap out of it!”

It took a long moment for his presence to register, but gradually his warmth seeped through. When I straightened up, and looked at him, again, he reached for my hand, and pulled me out of the bodyguards’ grasp.

“She is mine,” he said, glaring at both of them, and turning a defiant gaze on their leader.

The leader, for his part, looked amused.

“For now,” he said. “For as long as she’s useful, I’ll let you keep her.”

Useful for what, I didn’t want to ask. Mack had said he needed me, and the arach leader was going to let me live. What more could a girl ask for, while recovering from being almost bled dry?

I kept my hand in Mack’s. His grip was firm, and I wondered how the rest of the crew were doing, but the arach had no time for that.

“There is no time for rest,” he said.

I wanted to argue, but didn’t. Mack’s grip was suddenly tight. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he wanted me to be quiet. Usually, this was all the signal I needed to say something outrageous. Hell, it was almost mandatory. No wonder Mack was holding his breath.

He was lucky I was so tired, because I didn’t argue with the arach. I just leant into Mack’s side, instead. That seemed to satisfy the spider.

“Good. Your gear and instructions are at the drop site.”

Drop site?

Mack’s grip tightened, but it didn’t help either of us. Whoever the spiders had on their teleports, they were good. Well, apart from the fact they dropped me in the middle of a security team, and apart from the fact there was no gear in sight. Yeah, apart from all that.

I don’t know how I wasn’t shot the minute I materialized. Or torn apart by what came after. Because the operator must have tried to reverse the teleport straight away. I felt molecules tug apart, and then snap back together, and then I was okay.

Apart from all the guns pointed at me. Yeah. Apart from all the guns leveled point-blank in my direction, I was just dandy.

“Who are you?”

“Why are you here?”

“What do you want?”

“Who sent you?”

“Was that your gear we found?”

They’d found my gear?

They asked the questions so fast I didn’t have time to answer. I’d open my mouth, and the next question would come sailing in. From another direction. I’d turn my head, and guns would be raised. Finally, they got it, and one man stepped forward.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Not one word,” rang through the comm net, and I gasped.

I did not like the arach being in my head. There was no telling what he would do. I felt my face grow cold, as I went pale with fear. The man in front of me looked over his shoulder. He saw nothing, so he scanned the surrounds. Again, nothing.

When he turned back to me, he didn’t look very impressed.

I felt the arach in my head. It wasn’t very impressed, either.

“What did you do?” it asked, and I scowled.

“I’m not the one with the teleport!” I snapped back. “You tell me what went wrong!”

Took me a minute to realize I’d spoken out loud. The leader of the security team was staring at me, mouth open.

“Who are you talking to?” he asked, and the arach was gone.

“You’re on your own, until I say otherwise.”

“Fantastic,” I muttered, and realized the guy in front of me was still staring.

“I’m on my own,” I said, not bothering to hide just how not pleased I felt about that.

“You are?”

“Am now.”

“So you were sent.”

I arched an eyebrow at him.

“Now might be a good time to take that rest the doc was recommending,” Mack suggested, his voice quiet inside my head.

I hadn’t intended to obey it, but he tweaked something in the implant, and I was out before I hit the pavement.

“...lost a lot of blood,” had a familiar ring to it, when I woke up again.

“Two bite marks. No wonder she stinks of spider,” did not.

To my surprise, I was still at the drop point, only horizontal. And on a stretcher. With my hands cuffed together, and then cuffed to the stretcher half-way down. Fantastic.

And I was tired. I don’t know about a lot of blood, but I sure felt tired. Maybe Mack had a point. I tried to reach him through the implant, and all I got was static—vicious, curling static, that raked the inside of my skull. I whimpered, and the medic crouched nearest looked down.

“When did you get bitten?”

“I... what?”

“Bitten. When did you get bitten?”

I frowned, decided to ignore the question.

“My implant doesn’t work.”

He frowned at the unexpected answer, and then glanced up at the nearest security type.

“You fry an implant?” he asked, and the security type shook his head.

“Temporarily disabled it,” he said, and the medic turned his attention back to me.

“The bite,” he said.

“Not sure,” and then I smiled, figuring with the implant out I could at least tell some of the truth. “They boarded our ship, and I doused one in kaff. It took blood in return.”

I tried to make it sound light-hearted, but my voice caught, when I mentioned the blood, and I felt my skin go cold. From the look on his face, it wasn’t helpful, so I tried again.

“I got topped up in med-bay, and then sent back to my quarters, and then ported down here.”

Now, I had their attention.

“You got ported.”

I nodded, trying to keep my eyes wide and innocent, which is a lot harder than it looks when all you want to do is sleep. I remembered Mack repeating the doctor’s orders for rest, and stopped fighting to stay awake.
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Next time, I woke, I was in a med-box. Oh. Oh, good... I thought, and then I realized I probably wasn’t getting out on my own. I tried the implant, but it wasn’t in the mood for working, so I guessed I was still on my own. I wondered just how far south the arach deal with Mack had flown.

And then I wondered if they still considered me ‘useful.’ That thought gave me pause. And I figured it was time for me to get out of the box. A cell would be an improvement—at least on my chances of escape. What it might mean for the mission was another matter.

I realized I was still in cuffs, when I went to knock on the lid of the box.

“Well, star-sucking turdlets,” I said—loudly, because it made me feel better.

When I got out of this, I was going to go a few rounds with Mack... That thought stopped me cold. Mack. Where in all the stars and suns was he? And that was when I remembered that there were supposed to have been instructions dropped with my gear.

“Oh, crap,” at which point, the lid to the med box swung open.

Mack’s was not the face I expected to see, which doesn’t mean I wasn’t happy it was there. I stared up at that face, and then looked past him, searching for the other face—the one I was terrified of seeing. My movement sent the heart monitors soaring, as I tried to climb out of the box—and that was without me seeing the arach. I kept staring, and he still didn’t appear. Which was good.

Very good. I remembered how to breathe, and let myself settle back in the box. Mack watched, waiting until I started to relax.

“You done?” he asked.

“Done?” I managed.

“Yeah.”

“Maybe. Depends on what happens next.”

“Well,” he said, letting down the sides of the box, undoing the cuffs, and helping me out, “now, I take you out of here to the holding cells, where you’ll be tried for treason, and sentenced...”

My heart plummeted, and my mind went into freefall. Tried? Treason? Sentenced?

“...to death.”

I felt like he’d tipped a bucket of iced water over my head.

“What?”

At least, that’s what I was trying to say. I opened my mouth, and no sound came out, so I closed my mouth, swallowed, and tried again.

“Tried?”

Mack nodded, pursing his lips.

“For treason. The instructions in the gear bag were pretty specific.”

“What gear bag?” I asked, and the ghost of a smile touched his lips.

“Are you saying you didn’t have a gear bag with you?”

“No...”

He frowned.

“So there was a gear bag,” he said, and that was when I finally got it.

“There was a gear bag?”

“Are you telling me you were ported without a gear bag?”

“Yes,” I said. “I was definitely ported without a gear bag.”

“From a ship overtaken by arach.”

“Yes,” I said, again. “Ported from a ship overtaken by arach, without a gear bag.”

“And where is that ship now?”

“In orbit?” I asked, but he shook his head.

“There is no ship in orbit.”

Again, my heart went into freefall. No ship? No... I pushed myself off the med box, and tried to stand up.

“No ship?” I asked, and I didn’t have to pretend to be shocked.

I grabbed Mack by the arm.

“But where’s the ship? It’s supposed to be there. It can’t be gone.”

I made to walk past him, and he grabbed me by the arm, and turned me to face him.

“There is. No. Ship.”

“I ca.. I can’t be here,” I said, my heart going into freefall. “There has to be a ship.”

“There was a gear bag.”

“There was?”

“There was.”

“But I didn’t have a gear bag.”

“Are you saying the gear bag wasn’t yours?”

I vaguely remembered something about there being a gear bag at the drop site, but there had been a security patrol at the drop site. There couldn’t have been a bag. My head started to spin, and my knees gave way. Or it had been the wrong site, and the bag wasn’t mine... I was so confused. Mack caught me, lowering me gently so I could settle on the floor.

“The bag,” he insisted, crouching down in front of me.

“There was no bag,” I said.

“It’s not yours?”

“It’s not mine.”

Mack got to his feet. He left me sitting on the floor, as he looked across the room.

“You need to keep looking,” he said. “She isn’t the one you’re after.”

I drew my knees up to my chest, and rested my chin on them.

I wasn’t?

“The best you can charge her with is illegal immigration.”

I... what? I stared up at him, hugging my knees tight, as I felt my eyes grow to what felt like the size of small moons.

Mack let the silence drag out for a bit longer, and then nudged me with the toe of his boot.

“Or I could take her off your hands.”

I just hugged my knees tighter, and closed my eyes, feeling sick to the stomach. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have said he didn’t really want to take me...but that couldn’t be true, could it?

“We should check her implant,” said a voice, through the speakers.

Mack nodded, even though I knew them checking my implant would be about the last thing he wanted them to do...unless it wasn’t Mack. The spiders could change shape. What if this one had changed to look like Mack? What if he was just bartering to get me out of the authorities’ hands?

It was not a thought I needed, but, then, neither was the idea that his current behavior was anywhere near normal.

“You could. How long is this disablement going to last?”

“A week.”

“I could bring her back in eight days. Start the conditioning process early...”

“How much were you willing to pay to take her off our hands?”

And I started to breathe again. We’d ended up on a world where corruption held sway. I tucked my relief away, out of sight. Made a show of looking up, then around for the door, and carefully inching back from him. Mack named a figure that made me gasp. He even let me get a bum’s width back, before side-swiping me with his boot, knocking me sideways, and then planting his boot on my chest, and using it to pin me to the floor.

There was silence, as the voice considered.

“And you’re sure the gear bag isn’t hers?”

This time, Mack rolled his eyes.

“Well, you heard her. She didn’t get ported with a bag.”

“That doesn’t mean it wasn’t there waiting for her.”

“I don’t think there’s a judge in town who’d believe that,” Mack said, and there were undercurrents of warning in his words that I was pretty sure gave his opinion weight.

The voice on the other end of the intercom sighed.

“Fine, Mosh Carrack. You can take the ‘illegal immigrant’.”

He could? Wait! Didn’t I get a say in this? What if I didn’t want to go with the crazy man that might only look like Mack? And why was he being called Mosh Carrack? Who the fuck was Mosh Carrack?

These questions tumbled through my mind, but stopped abruptly, when Mack reached down, and looped my hair around his hand.

“Up you get,” he said, sounding more than pleased with himself. “You get to come home with me, now.”

I followed the draw of his hand. Felt like the damned man was going to try and lift my head off if I didn’t. I, uh, got to go home with him, did I? And I got to do it, now? Hmmm. I glared at him, and felt him shift his grip to include the collar of my ship’s suit.

Like that, was it? I glared harder and kicked him in the shins—which was when I discovered some wise acre had nicked my sodding boots. Easy fix. I grabbed his shirt, spun myself into him, and kneed him in the groin just as hard as I could. I did not get the reaction I was expecting. Well, not exactly.

Firstly, because my knee impacted on hard shell, and not soft, vulnerable human flesh. Secondly, because Mack grabbed the front of my ship’s suit, and lifted me clear of the floor, raising me high enough that I could see into his mouth when he smiled, high enough that I could see the very non-human mandibles that quivered behind his human-like skin.

I screamed, and lashed out a second time, my bare foot striking a chest that was harder than flesh, my fists bruising against the contours of a face that did not match what I saw. The Mack-shaped creature shook me, until my head rattled, and set my feet back on the floor.

“Come,” echoed inside my head, but I back-pedaled across the cell.

I was so thoroughly sick of things not being what they seemed.

“She doesn’t look real keen to go with you, Mosh,” came the voice over the intercom. “Are you sure you want to take the risk?”

“They all come in the end,” the creature reassured him, in Mack’s brusque tones. “This one will, too.”

Why? I wondered, backing myself into a corner.

“Because if you don’t come with me, I’ll crush your mind,” was also a silent communication that only the two of us shared.

“You and whose army, Mi—” and just like that I felt his hand inside my head, his fingers digging into my brain, the pressure as he started to squeeze.

I drew a short sharp breath, and doubled over, the world going grey with pain—and, then, his hand was gone, and I was standing with my hands on my knees, panting with fear. Like that, was it? I forced myself to take a long, deep breath, and let it out slowly, and then I raised my head, and eyed him carefully.

“So, where did you want to go?” 
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I followed Mr. So-Not-Mack out of the security center. My head was divided between feeling bruised, and spinning with a strange sense of unreality. I walked behind him, and kept glimpsing wings, and flashes of yellow and black. At least that was better than seeing arach grey.

“Keep walking,” he said, his mind-voice sounding a lot less like Mack than before. “I cannot hold the illusion for much longer.”

I wondered how much trouble he’d be in, if he shed his disguise while he was in the security center.

“Not as much as you’re in without me.”

I walked a little faster, as he lengthened his stride, and soon we were a block from the drop point and the security center, and reaching a set of plassteel gates set in a wall made of sheer, white stone. So-Not-Mack placed his palm against a section of stone, worn smooth by similar gestures, and I stared as the gates opened in response.

“We are almost safe,” he said, leading me through the newly opened gate.

Now, that sounded almost feminine. 

“There’s a reason for that,” and this time I was sure I heard her voice in my ears, not so sure why I heard the buzz of insect wings.

We stepped through the gate, and So-Not-Mack walked further along a smooth stone path, as the gates swung shut behind us. I followed cautiously, preparing to run, because there was something subtly different about my ‘rescuer,’ now that the wall lay behind us. I watched as his shape began to shudder in an all too familiar way, then bolted back the way we had come.

“Stop!” The command rang in my ears, and through my skull, and I shook it away.

Stop? No freaking way! I was not about to become some...thing’s private picnic. The gate was a no-go, but there had to be a tree I could climb, one that overhung the wall, another way out of here that didn’t involve flying, or jumping a ridiculous height.

The arach that dropped down in front of me had obviously found one.

Arach?

I skidded to a halt, and back-pedaled, as it made a grab for me with two overly long, front legs. Well, that was a new version of spider! I was really beginning to not like new. There had been waaay too much new in the last few days. New threat, new world, whole new set of means I could be fucked six ways to Sunday, and all before breakfast. Nope. New was definitely not my most favorite thing, right now.

This arach did not speak. Instead, it tucked its legs, and swung, and I realized it was dangling from a nearly transparent fiber extruded from its bulbous rear-end. Definitely a species of arach I hadn’t seen before. I needed a stick. A really big stick. I was going to treat this thing like a ball-on-a-string.

The arach swung toward me, again, its forelegs lashing out in another grab.

Fine! I was going to treat it like a really grabby ball-on-a-string...just as soon as I found a stick.

I hit the grass on my stomach, trying to dodge it as it swung back. I wasn’t quite fast enough, and I felt its talons rake down my back. This time, I was lucky, and it didn’t find a grip on my clothing. Those cuts were going to hurt like hell. They would have to hurt later, though, because, right now, I didn’t have time for hurt.

I rolled, getting out of its return path, and seeking the shelter of a clump of bushes clustered around the foot of a tree. I realized, just a fraction too late, that they had thorns, slamming into them, as the arach spun by me, again. It had learned from its previous near-miss, and, this time, its claws raked the ground, where I’d lain. When it saw where I had rolled to, it dropped all the way to the ground, and lumbered toward me. I tried to wriggle free of my thorny haven, and yelped.

The arach laughed.

“Ravreshret,” it said, reaching cautiously under the bush to wrap its clawed feet over my back, between thorn branches. “This is going to hurt you a lot more than it will ever hurt me.”

I just bet it was. There was nothing like impaling yourself on some serious thorns, unless it was being torn off them, again, by a creature who thought your screams of pain were funny. I gritted my teeth, tensing in the arach’s grasp, as I waited for it to start pulling.

That pressure didn’t come. Instead, a loud buzzing filled the air, sort of like the sound of a wasp trapped against the glass, only a million times louder. The feminine voice that followed was both unexpected as it was unfamiliar.

“Let it go, and I might let you live.”

It? I was an it? I seemed to remember someone else referring to me that way before... We hadn’t gotten along. Right now, though? Right now, I had other things to worry about.

The arach’s grip tightened, and it gave a little tug. The thorns tore at the skin of my back, my scalp, and my legs, and I screamed in spite of myself. The owner of the feminine voice was unperturbed.

“Death it is, then,” she said, and I steeled myself for the pain to come.

Except that it didn’t. The arach let me go, even though it raked its claws viciously across my back as it did so.

“Bastard,” I said, and tried, very carefully, to get out from under the bushes.

I choked back another cry of pain, and resigned myself to being stuck in the rava, ravra, the whatever-the-fuck-they-were bushes, until someone pulled me out. All I could hope was that they pulled me out gently, because I wanted some skin left when they were done. In the meantime, I might as well watch the show.

Because there was going to be a show, right?

Oh, hell yes, there was.

The sound of a million wings could only have come from the four, large, wasp-like creatures hovering around the edge of the clearing, and—now that I was looking up—the arach could only have come from the shuttle that had suddenly put on power, and flown across the top of the wall and out of sight. One of the wasps turned its head to watch it go.

“Your web-mates have deserted you.”

“They know you will not harm me.”

That sounded like bravado to me.

The wasp whirred its wings, and lifted higher into the air.

“They don’t know us very well, do they?” and even I knew it wasn’t looking for an answer.

The arach rattled out a curse, and charged toward the wasp closest the trees. That wasp, too, lifted up, but only to move out of its reach.

“I am not your opponent,” it said. “That is the queen’s privilege.”

Queen? Fuck me. I’d had enough of near-royalty dealing with Skymander. I had no desire to deal with more.

“Near royalty amongst humans is not royalty,” and this time I realized that the voice in my head was not matched to the sound in my ears, that I could only understand the sound in my ears because there was a voice in my head. This also meant I had company inside my own skull.

It struck me that this was actually going to be worse than having Mack and Tens privy to my implant. I groaned, and would have tilted my head back to close my eyes, except that my head was well-and-truly trapped in the ravra bush. Fuckit. Fuckitfuckitfuckit.

“Our hospitality does not include participation in acts of procreation,” the wasp informed me, and I had to laugh.

It was a short-lived laugh, full of pain and irony, and a sadness that Mack hadn’t returned for me.

Fuck it all.

“Ah, cursing. Not an expression of the desire to procreate. Our mistake.”

I had never heard insects laugh, before, and it was an experience I could have done without. The arach, also, was not in the mood for laughter. It charged after one wasp, and then another, ignoring the queen, who hovered above it, watching its antics.

Finally, the spider backed itself into a corner, where it was sheltered by the trees, and, only then, did the queen descend.

“Which form?” she asked, touching lightly to the ground, and I guessed the speech in my mind to be a courtesy.

The spider rattled its fangs at her, and hissed.

“That is your choice, but you are trespassing, and I am the final judge.”

Well, that was interesting.

Again, the spider spoke, and this time, the queen’s insect-like form faded away, and a tall, woman stood, where there had been a giant wasp. She was armed with a Blazer 54, two Jhinevra pistols, matching foot-long blades sheathed on each hip, and a longer blade sheathed in a scabbard hanging down her back.

I noticed the wasps on either side of her lift uneasily from where they’d touched down, and guessed their queen had surprised them.

“It is dangerous,” was not accompanied by sound from the wasp that spoke, and I guessed it was keeping its observations strictly between us.

“Even armored? I thought, for the queen was wearing something that looked like a cross between the modern combat armor Mack’s marines wore, and something made of flattened circlets of metal looped together. This time, the spider said nothing, but watched, until the queen reached for the hilt of the sword at her back—and then it charged.

I don’t know what I expected—for the queen to leap out of the way, perhaps. For her to draw her sword and side-step to avoid the charge, and then attack as the massive creature passed her by. I don’t know, but it certainly wasn’t that she would continue reaching for her blade with one hand, while tilting the Blazer with the other, and firing it from her hip.

Where had she learned to do that? I wondered, as the solids ripped through the charging spider’s head and the great beast crumpled and slid to a stop before her. She continued firing, pulling her sword free, as she stepped to the side of the arach, and then she let the Blazer hang loose, and swung the sword two-handed, separating the arach’s combined head and thorax from the rest of its body.

To my surprise, the spider remained a spider. I had expected it to revert to its natural, more human, form. The wasp in my head laughed.

“Ignorant human. The spider form is its natural form, just as, when we die, we revert to our native insectoid form—the one you know as ‘wasp.’”

I blushed, feeling like I’d been caught in a faux pas, even though I hadn’t known what their race was called. Given how a lot of humans felt about wasps, it was a miracle I had found the two species living in harmony on this world.

“We have a mutual enemy,” the wasp told me, and pointed to where the queen was stepping around the corpse of her fallen foe, stripping the limbs from its body with her blade, and separating the abdomen from the rest of it.

I felt my stomach lurch, despite the ritualistic gravity of the scene, and looked away, focusing on the golden creature that spoke to me, even as it watched the gardens around its queen. I had no problem with those who hated the arach as much as I did. None at all—but the sheer butchery before me was hard to take.

“They plunder every world they come to,” the wasp said, ignoring my discomfort. “We refused to let them plunder ours. The humans we allowed to settle here overcame their fear of us when our warriors fought alongside them to save their homes. It is why a wall surrounds each of the colony’s cities. That is the land we grant them; the rest of the world is ours. They know the penalty should the treaty be broken.”

There was an odd hint of menace to those words, but I couldn’t fathom why. The wasp, for its part, watched me carefully, and I had the strangest feeling that it walked the corridors of my mind, invisible, and unstoppable, opening doors as it went. It was unnerving, but I couldn’t be sure, and I didn’t know if it would be offended if I asked it to stay the hell out of my head.

“Please stop.”

The queen’s voice drew my attention, and I looked back to where she had been dissecting her kill, only to find myself staring at her gore-covered boots and ichor-spattered armor. She bent down to look into my eyes, and, in an instant, I was falling. I pressed my hands into the earth, and pushed myself back as hard as I could, but it was no use. Her eyes formed windows to another world, and I tipped right over the sill, and into them.

I gasped, landing hard at her feet, and staring stupidly at the hand she offered to help me up with.

“Come,” she said, when I finally accepted it, and she hauled me to my feet.

I braced myself for the sting of the thorns, but did not feel them.

“You are free of the thorns,” the queen said, “but we need to talk, and you need to explain why you have come. You stink of arach, but the clan scent is unfamiliar.”

Man. If that was the case, it would be really nice to have a bath.

“You will be bathed,” the queen said. “The ravreshret is poisonous, and you have many injuries to tend.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I did not mean to be a pain.”

She smiled.

“We know, but, tell me, why are you here?”

That gave me pause. It was a good question. Why was I here? I truly didn’t know. Beyond the arach forcing Mack to cooperate, and then abandoning me, I had no idea, and I found myself apologizing, again.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know.”

“Why not?”

“There was supposed to be a grab bag, with instructions. The arach insisted.”

“You work for the arach!” she sounded furious, and I couldn’t blame her, no matter how wrong she was.

Before I could tell her that I would never willingly work for the arach, she had spun me around, pushing me away from her side, and following after me with the sword. I suppose I could have fought, but I found myself on my knees, trying to explain, instead.

“I... We... They...”

Memories of the arach boarding, the arach restraining Mack, the arach demanding blood, and... I squeezed my eyes tight shut. The wasp’s blade descended, slowed—and stopped, coming to rest lightly against my throat.

“Show me!” she snapped, reaching into my head, and spinning me back to when the arach had first arrived on the ship.

She made me relive it all, from when Mack first pulled me away from the stove, to when one of the wasps came to collect me from the security station.

“Ah,” she said. “I see,” and she spun me back, out of my head, out of her eyes, and back under the ravreshret, where six sets of hands were carefully disentangling me from the thorns.

“I thought you said I was free of the thorns,” I said, and she shrugged.

“You were easier to read than I dared to hope. We have returned earlier than I anticipated.”

Well, lucky me, I guess.
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I won’t say getting out of the thorns was fun. Even with three of the wasps working as gently as they could, it was painful. I couldn’t move, and, if I did, it met with disapproval.

“Stay still.”

“Stop wriggling!”

“If you move again, I’m going to sting you.”

That last bit reminded me that wasps come with their own form of needle, and that knowledge sent me scooting backward—or it would have, if the queen hadn’t reached in and pinned me in place. This time, the buzzing was not translated.

I stared at them, holding myself as still as possible as they worked, and resisting the urge to help them when they pulled me free. Once I was clear of the bushes, they flipped me onto my stomach, and examined my back more closely.

“This is not good,” was not what I wanted to hear.

“The poison has started to take hold,” was something else I wished I hadn’t heard. I didn’t want to know. Not really. Not now the fire that was creeping across my skin, and seeping into my muscles. Nope. The fire? And the numbness that followed it? Not something I wanted to know was bad. What I wanted to hear was that it was going to wear off.

“It’ll wear off,” the queen said. “Hold still.”

Hold still? I thought I was already.... oh.

I guess the good news was that I wasn’t going to be worrying about the pain and numbness, for a while, because the queen delivered a sting that hit like a hammer, and put me out cold. When I woke up, the two of us were going to talk about that.

We, sure as shit, were.

The darkness lasted for what felt like an eye blink. I surfaced to find I’d fallen into fire. It was weird because I couldn’t see any flames, but my skin burned, and a thousand miniscule threads burrowed through my flesh. I tried calling Mack, or Tens, or even Rohan, but got no answer. My implant felt like so much weight in my skull, and I didn’t know how I was still thinking.

Where the fuck was Mack?

And where was I?

It felt like I was swathed in cotton wool, and soaked in water, all at once. I couldn’t move a muscle, but I was shivery all over. And my head was pounding like a bitch. I wished it would stop.

Worse, I wished I knew that Mack and Tens were okay. I really did. But the ship was gone. Wasn’t that what the wasp man-lady had said? The ship was gone?

The mission was blown, and the ship was gone, and my day couldn’t possibly get any worse.

Okay, except for the arach. I tried to twist away from the thought, didn’t want to fall into a morass of biting, venom-filled hell. Except that that’s exactly what I did...

As the first of them sank its fangs into me, I figured it was better me than Mack or Tens. They were useful. Me? I was expendable, no matter how many times Mack told me otherwise.

For some reason that made me want to cry. The tears felt cool against my skin, and then they felt hot, which was stranger than it sounded. And then they stopped. This was the worst I’d felt in a very long time.

“The thorns are poisonous.”

Yeah? And which dipshit had thought adding wasp venom to the mix was a good idea?

“That is no way to refer to our queen.”

Who was answering me?

“Never you mind. You need some sleep.”

Oh no... that usually meant... Yup. Thanks, guys. ’Nother needle. Just what I always wanted.

Honestly, you’d think I’d have gotten over being afraid of those, amount of shots I’d had. Still, it was nice when the darkness came, and I didn’t have to worry about anything for a while. Not so nice when the darkness faded and I found myself still unable to get in touch with Mack, or Tens, although that might have been a problem on their end, rather than mine.

I found myself hooked into the ship’s security feeds, watching Mack as he faced down the arach commander for a second time.

“No!” Mack shouted. “No. No. No. No. No! Goddammit! I said NO!”

He’d been sitting on the
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