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Nobles at war, a plague doctor, and political intrigue, not what I expected when Odyssey retrieved me, with Mack hard on their heels. Would he succeed in getting me back, or was I done? And the mission that followed? How was I going to survive that? Because there was no way I was turning my back on it.
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For all those who believed in me enough that, eventually, I had the courage to believe in myself.

Thank you.
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Why a third edition, you ask? Because times change, and some things are not what they seem, and because I needed a cover that better represented the genre for this series...and because I wanted to add in a new section to allow readers to track the characters, creatures, and places that appear in each book of this series.

The covers and new material warrant a new edition...but I plan for this to be this story’s last. Only the future knows whether it will be. What we plan, and what eventually becomes reality are so often two different things.

However, I do have other projects in the wings, and it’s time to move forward. This new edition helps mark a continuation of that process, and I am grateful for your company as I begin to advance, once more.
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Odyssey caught up with me on Hancock. I’d taken a vacation from Mack, for what had to be the third time. Man was definitely not going to be impressed with me, when he finally caught up. Too bad. I’d needed a break, still hadn’t had the time I wanted so I could work out what I wanted to be, without his influence or Odyssey’s interference.

I’d told him about that, once, and he’d just given me this sad-eyed look. “You know that ship has flown, don’t you?”

I’d blushed, felt my cheeks heat as they grew red. Sure I knew that ship had flown. I just hadn’t wanted to admit it, not even to myself.

“And you signed a contract with me.”

Man sure knew how to push.

I’d shrugged.

“Girl’s got to be allowed to change her mind.”

“Not when she’s signed a contract.” Mack was nothing if not persistent.

“That depends on the circumstances,” I’d snapped back, and I saw his eyes widen.

“You’re saying you feel coerced?” he’d asked, volume giving his words the edge of a roar.

“Given the choices.”

This was true. My choices had been rather thin: Odyssey had wanted me dead; Mack had offered me a job. Not much of a choice.

“We had a deal.”

“We still do, but I need a break.”

“I could just break your neck.”

I’d stared at him, and he’d sighed.

“Fine. We’re between jobs, but you come when I call, okay?”

I continued to stare, and he scowled at me.

“I’m not kidding, Cutter. Your contract’s not up yet. You come when I call, okay?”

I raised an eyebrow, and pushed off the wall. I can’t help being sulky. Run of luck I’d had? You’d be sulky, too. I figured if I made my twenty-fifth birthday, I might reconsider the whole sulky thing. That shit gets old in a fairly rapid fashion. Either way, I’d nodded.

“Fine.”

It wasn’t really an agreement, and I figured Mack knew that. I figured he was already trying to work out ways of tracking me down, and wondered where they’d hidden the tracer this time...and how long it would take me to find a doctor willing to take it out.

Okay, so I also wondered whether or not Mack would release the funds I had in my account, but I didn’t let an ounce of that worry show. It’s not like he was my nanny. I’d picked up the day pack I’d had sitting by the side of my bed, and headed for the door.

“You’re going, now?”

The look on his face had been priceless.

“You might change your mind.”

Tens snorted inside my head. Comms guy, huh?

“You know I can find you, any time, right?”

I’d felt my lips twist into a smirk.

“Yeah?” I said, out loud where Mack could hear. “Let’s see how long that lasts.”

And I’d left.

I’d also bounced myself right off-world, again. Took a fast warp out. Was pretty sure I could hear Tens swearing in my head, as the trace-link shattered.

I snickered as warp closed around me, cushioned by a properly appointed pod, and let myself drift into sleep. Mack was well behind me, and he’d be back there for a good long while, since I knew he had business he had to complete before he broke orbit. I got myself ported over to a second ship and bounced, again, erasing myself from the first ship’s system, as I went.

I didn’t erase my payment, though.

That sort of shit gets you noticed—and I was noticeable enough.

I musta got around four weeks on Hancock, before Odyssey came along.

I’d even gotten a job. It didn’t start until evening, because: restaurants—and waiting tables is just that awesome, so I’d gone out to get the groceries, so I could sleep in the next morning.

Tyson bumped into me in the street. I had a bottle of milk, a loaf of bread, and a box of butter in the bag. I still hadn’t gotten over getting the groceries for myself. I pretty much figured that the feeling of independence that came with it weren’t never growing old. I turned to apologize for getting in the way, and recognized him.

“Hey, Ty! Fancy seeing you here.”

I would have asked if he was on a job, but that just seemed impolite. That, and I was already suspecting why he’d come, and I didn’t want to confirm it. Not even in my head.

Besides, I remembered Basics. Most of what we were trained to do wasn’t the kind of stuff you talked about on the street.

Funny thing was, though, I didn’t think there’d be a likely target for Odyssey for at least a half a mile. Wrong kind of neighborhood, ya know? Then again, I hadn’t stuck around long enough to get a broad idea; I’d gotten out just as soon as I could make the getting good...and botched it up just as fast.

It was kinda cool knowing Odyssey seemed to have washed its hands of me, and let Mack take me on, instead of spacing me, or putting a blaster through my brain. I pretty much figured they weren’t here after me, but I couldn’t work out what else they might be after.

The area was sort of all lower-middle class with no crims around. I knew. I’d double-double-triple-checked. Just cos I was seeing what life might have been without them, didn’t mean I hadn’t been pretty good at what they’d trained me to do.

The look Ty gave me was a real wake-up call. Sort of surprised at my response, followed by a tight-lipped smile that flickered over his lips and then vanished like it hadn’t ever been. It was the puzzled frown that got me. That, and the sudden grab that locked my upper arm in his hand.

We stopped, and I turned to face him in the street.

“You’re wanted in the office,” he said, grabbing me by the other arm.

“Like the stars, I am. I’ve got a shift starting in an hour and a half, and a shit ton of stuff I need to get done beforehand. Keep your hands to yourself.”

I tried to shrug him off, but he was a good bit taller than I was, and maybe a good bit stronger, and the look on his face was starting to scare me.

“You can’t quit,” he said, even though I was very much under the impression I already had.

“Sure, I can,” I said. “I quit when they decided they’d rather terminate me than my contract. I left, and now I don’t work there anymore.”

Ty tightened his grip on my arm, and gave me a little shake. One little shake for each of the next three words he spoke.

“You. Can’t. Leave,” he said, bringing his face close to mine.

I stared at him.

“Sure, I can,” I said, rolling my arm in his grip. “It’s a free world, and you can’t stop me.”

“I just did,” he replied, and held me tight, when I tried to pull away.

“I’m being retrieved?” I asked, and he looked up and over my shoulder, although the look on his face wasn’t exactly welcoming.

Warmth filled the space behind me, another someone bigger than I was.

“Yup,” sounded, low and confident in my ear.

Mack.

“You coulda just asked.”

“Would you have come?”

“Hell, no, and I’m not coming, now.”

I pulled my head back, ready to go full head butt into Ty’s face, but Mack was just as fast as I knew he could be. He dodged the backward tilt, and had my hair in his fist before I could do more than get ready to strike, had an arm around my throat before I realized he could. Was putting me under with a choke hold I just couldn’t avoid. I was out in seconds, wondering why on Earth Mack was working with Odyssey to bring me in.

Hadn’t he picked me up, when they cast me aside? And didn't we have a contract?

What in Hells...
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I came to in a cell. You know the deal. White-walls, white ceiling, white floor—no bed. Featureless. Funny, I hadn’t come across one of these in training. I expected a door to open, someone to come and say hi, and maybe sit me down and explain what I’d be doing next, no questions asked. It didn’t, and they didn’t, so I swung my legs out of bed, and stood up. The air fizzed in an all-too-familiar way, as I turned to get a better look at the cell, and I hit the wall, face first, before I could eyeball who it was that had just ported in.

Still, it wasn’t hard to guess.

“Delight?”

She’d appeared in behind me, grabbed me, and introduced me to the wall in pretty seamless fashion. She tried to do it a second time, but I’d already driven an elbow back into her gut, and was turning along her forearm. Can’t say being head-butted was too much better.

The whole world wobbled and I felt my legs go to jelly. It was only for a moment, but it was enough.

“You done?”

Good question. Was I done? Yeah, maybe I was. At least, for now.

“Uh huh.”

I figured if they were going to walk me out an airlock, then that would follow, shortly. Of course, I also figured that, if that was all they wanted to do, then they’d have done it already. I tried to gather enough of my wits together to follow whatever was coming next.

“Your contract isn’t up,” she said, and my confusion must have shown.

She gave me an evil grin.

“What? You thought we’d just let you walk away?”

I had, especially since it had been just over a year since she and Mack and Tens had pulled me off Depredides. My answer must have shown, for that grin got wider, and she let me go so I could lean on the wall, and watch as she paced the other side of the room.

“Yeah. Our bad. Mack was looking just as confused, when we called him in.”

I raised my eyebrows. They’d what?

“He is one of our instructors. We do have his number—and we have people all over the place. He wasn’t hard to find. You, on the other hand...” She moved back to stand a couple of paces in front of me. “You are showing signs of being one devious son of a bitch. I like that in a girl.”

She did?

“Sure I do,” she said, and I realized she’d gotten back into my head, and managed a groan of protest.

Delight’s look of sympathy was not convincing.

“Aww, sweetie,” she said, and laid a hand on my cheek, “I’m sorry.”

She gestured to the cell around me.

“This place has everything you need, but you’re going to have to earn it—and that includes the amenities.”

She turned away.

“Your terminal is over there. You want a seat? You earn it. You need to pee? Better get that first assignment done, because clean-up costs extra.”

I wanted to ask her why I’d been brought back in, but she didn’t give me time, and, now that she’d mentioned it, I was going to need those ‘amenities.’

“You earn everything from here on out.”

Out, hey? I wondered how long that would take me to earn. It was not a question I was going to ask, though. I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction. Way I saw it, I was going back to Basics...in the Advanced class.

I looked around the cell, then glanced back at Delight. She was watching me. As soon as she saw she had my attention, she pointed to the work station, she’d indicated before.

“We want access to that file. You’ll want waste disposal, soon.”

Now, that she mentioned it...

The look I shot her was just short of filthy, but it didn’t dim the evil grin lighting up her face.

“Best be quick, then.”

I didn’t argue, just moved over to the station. It was exactly the right height for standing.

“Let me guess,” I said. “This is a rental, and more furniture can be earned.”

I didn’t need to be looking at her to know that her smile just got wider. It snuck into her voice, and rubbed the fact in my ears.

“Clock’s ticking.”

The file was easy, considering the necessities it was paying for, but I didn’t tell her that. I just went through the code, and did what had to be done. Added a tweak here, removed a line there, defanged the beast that would reduce the rest of it to a garbled mess, otherwise, and sent the decrypt where I was told.

It was only after it was gone that I realized I should have sent a little code-gift of my own, and, by then, it was too late. Which turned out to be a good thing.

“Do you want to know what happened to the last person who booby-trapped an assignment?” Delight asked, as though reading my mind, and I felt a chill wash over me.

No, I decided, I really didn’t—and was glad I hadn’t given them the excuse to enlighten me.

I don’t think I’d ever been so grateful to see a san unit in my life.

Delight watched me go in, and she was still waiting when I came out.

“You’ve earned yourself a time-out.”

I was about to ask her how, when I’d done everything she’d asked since bringing me in, but she was already explaining.

“When you went AWOL after Ghoul went down, the order came down to terminate you. Mack asked for more time to get you on track...”

He had? And he hadn’t told me what was on the line? But Delight wasn’t giving me any time to ask questions. She just kept on.

“...and you’ve shown some improvement, which is why we’re having this discussion.”

I held onto the urge to breathe a sigh of relief. Something told me I wasn’t out of the woods, yet.

“What...”

But Delight held up a hand.

“You want to get back to your training schedule with Mack?” she asked, and I nodded.

“Then you need to earn the privilege.”

The computer made a brief sound, and I glanced toward it.

“Remember the extra tasks you did in training?”

I flicked a glance toward her, nodded, and then sidled over to where I could see the screen.

“This time you don’t earn extra credits.”

I lifted my head, looking over my shoulder as she turned toward the end of the cell.

“This time, you get to earn your way back into the training program, and pay back the costs of your retrieval. Mack’s not cheap.”

I froze, felt my eyebrows rise.

Mack had agreed to retrieve me?

Delight’s grin took on a nasty edge.

“It was a race. If he got to you before Tyson could get you back to the station, you got a chance at having him back as a supervisor—provided you earn enough credits to recover his and Tyson’s retrieval fees inside the next three months.”

I didn’t want to know what would have happened if Mack hadn’t gotten to me in time, but I did want to know how much time I had left. Delight had anticipated the question.

“You’ll find an invoice on the terminal—and the countdown.”

She turned, as though to leave, and then turned back.

“You’ve got to pass your training, as well as earn your way back into the Advanced program.”

I wanted to ask her ‘or else what,’ but I didn’t dare. She told me anyway.

“You fuck this up, Cutter—and there’s an airlock with your name on it.”

I felt my face go pale, and wanted to tell her just how much I didn’t believe her, that I knew Odyssey’s reputation was not the image she was showing me. There was a lot I wanted to say to prove she was full of shit, but I didn’t dare.

Twelve months I’d been running with Mack. I’d gotten to see an awful lot in that time, and that included the look in a killer’s eyes. Delight had that look, and I didn’t want to call her on the airlock. Whether or not she was bullshitting about them spacing me, Odyssey wasn’t going to let me go. Not until I’d jumped through all their hoops.

I swallowed down every response I might be tempted to make, and managed the only one that might rate anywhere near acceptable.

“Understood.”

She cocked her head to one side, and then nodded.

It wasn’t really a shock, when she teleported out.
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I worked myself dizzy, finishing the lessons, and then pushing through another three simple assignments that would cover the cost of one of the training courses. When I slept, it was neither deep nor peaceful; it was hard to believe I’d be able to earn enough to cover the costs listed, let alone ever catch up. Well, I guessed that was something I was just going to have to work on.

By the end of the first week, I’d covered the costs of my basic necessities, and training had resumed—only this time, I was aware of just how much each lesson was costing me, so I made them count.

“Again,” I demanded, when my trainers were ready to call it a day.

“Again,” I said, trying to pick myself up from the mat.

“Not again,” Gelf said, and watched as I tried to coordinate hands and feet into something that worked—tried and failed.

I hadn’t even been able to protest, when he’d turned and picked me up, before tossing me over his shoulder, and carrying me back to my room.

“Again.”

Took close to six months, but it got to a point where they were itching to let me out of the training center, and that was when I got to see Mack. Delight was right there with him, but she seemed pretty pleased, enough that you’d have thought she’d gotten me to the meeting on her own.

I did my best to ignore her, when Mack spoke.

“You ready to come back on board?”

I nodded, switching my glance between the two of them, partly because I couldn’t quite believe I might get back to the Shady Marie, and partly because I was terrified Delight would change her mind. Before I went, though...

“You retrieved me.”

Mack tilted his head to one side, and then shrugged.

“Your point?”

“You didn’t think to let me know I was still on contract?”

“You hadn’t been told it had ended.”

I looked at Delight.

“I get the impression Odyssey wouldn’t tell me when that sucker was up, even when the time came. Fuckers will probably just auto-renew it.”

Delight smiled that tight little smile that told me I might be right—and then she fixed it.

“I’ll have them send you an invoice and timer, along with a copy of your contract,” she said. “You’ll need to give permission for them to be updated once a month.”

“Fine,” I said, then remembered to add. “Thank you.”

“Anything else?” Mack asked, and I felt six months’ worth of pent-up anger rise inside my chest.

Delight must have caught something in my expression, because she stepped back, and let me swing. She was smirking as Mack caught my fist, and pulled me in close. His grip didn’t ease, as he raised the auto-injector he’d hidden in his other hand, and activated it against my shoulder.

Bastard.

I hate needles.

When I woke up, I was on my own. I was also tucked into bed, and wasn’t that just a treat. To my relief, I was still clothed. I pushed back the blankets, and swung my feet over the edge of the bed. Mack was through the door, and standing in front of me before I could try standing on my own.

Convenient of him. I pushed off the bed, and my knees buckled as soon as my feet touched the floor.

“Hey, easy there,” he said, reaching out to steady me.

I couldn’t help it. I should have helped it, but I couldn’t; I was still mad at him. I used his hand under my arm, as leverage, and got my feet under me enough to drive upwards, delivering a fist to his gut as hard as I could.

At least, that’s what I was trying to do...

Mack just lifted me, and then straightened his arms. It was the closest match for a netball throw I’d ever seen, and I hit the wall on the opposite side of the bed with enough force to drive the air from my lungs. He caught me on the rebound, using my fall to propel me into the floor, and then setting a knee in the center of my back.

I got my hands down in time to stop my face cracking into the deck, but that was it.

“You are a piece of work,” he said, and I felt his weight settle over me, “so let me introduce a few ground rules. You listening?”

I nodded, breathing hard, my hands stinging from the force of meeting the floor.

“You want to slug me, you wait until the mission’s complete. Any dispute we have, we take it to the mats. Remember?”

The mats? I groaned, and rested my forehead on the floor. I remembered the mats. Mack had handed my ass to me, the last time. That time, I’d disobeyed a direct order, and the incident was used to illustrate a point to another new passenger.

Fat lot of good that had done him. Bendigo had turned out to need a lot more discipline than a couple of rounds on the mats. There really was only one answer to Mack’s question—and it had to be as smart-ass as I could make it.

“No one’s taking me on any mat,” I told him, trying to sound as belligerent as I’d ever managed.

“The gym mats,” he said, exasperation running through his tones. “For sparring, you idiot. Stars above, why anyone would want to try and bed you is beyond me!”

“Hey!”

“Nice to see Odyssey haven’t beaten the smart ass completely out of you—and that’s good, because that brings me to point two. You’re back on my ship.”

He reached down and took hold of my right wrist, using the grip to pull my arm out from under my head, and then pinning it under his shin.

“This means you do as I tell you to, and you talk to me, if you have a problem.”

He took my left wrist, deftly hitting the nerve point to turn my arm numb below the elbow. Then he took it and pinned that beneath his left shin. After that, he leant down so his mouth was close to my ear.

“I have orders to walk you out an airlock if you don’t live up to expectations.”

I froze. The airlock, again? And he did? I felt him lift off me, and then the weight of his boot in the middle of my back, as I started to turn over.

“And now we have that out of our systems, you and I have an assignment. Delight says it’s just your style.”

He lifted his foot off my back, and moved to stand in front of my head.

I raised my face enough to watch, and saw him extend his hand.

“If you’re finished pissing about,” he said, “there’s a briefing to attend.”

A briefing, huh?

I got up slowly. One thing was for certain, the adrenaline from our little spat had driven the last effects of the drug out of my system. Taking his hand, I resisted the urge to use it for support while I slugged him in the face. Instead, I let him help me up.

I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know what to do, either. I didn’t like being bullied—by him, or by the organisation that had insisted on keeping me. I cleared my throat, let go of his hand, and made a show of straightening my clothes.

He watched, and I swear he was amused.

“So,” I said, when I found my voice, again—and worked out how to keep it steady, “what do you need me for?”
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“No,” I said, ten minutes later. “A thousand times, no. Walk me out an airlock. Shoot me now, but this?”—and here I gestured wildly at the screen—“This is not happening.”

“Come on, Cutter.”

Mack took a step toward me.

“No,” I said, and took a step back.

I stroked my right hand down my left arm, then my left hand down my right arm, and backed up another step. I might have said my guts were churning, but they weren’t; they’d turned to ice. I was going to vomit ice-chunks all over Mack’s nice clean floor, if I couldn’t calm down.

Fan-fucking-tastic.

“I can’t do this,” and I despised the quiver that ran through my voice. “Not this.”

And I backed up the two steps I needed to get me to the door. Heavens knew where I thought I was going to run to. I slapped the panel meant to open the door. Nothing happened. I danced back a step, giving the panel another smart smack as I did so.

Still, it didn’t open.

“Goddamnitall!” I shouted, and Mack was on me.

He pounced, sliding in sideways and scooping me into the circle of his arms. I turned and faced his chest, and he wrapped me tighter.

“I can’t do this,” I said. “I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.”

He didn’t try to do anything, just held me tight, until I wound down.

“You can do this,” he said, holding me still. “You can, and you will.”

Why the Hell he should care was beyond me, but he didn’t move, and he didn’t say anything else. Of course, he didn’t let me go, either. I just stood there, registering two things: first, that he had bent forward to grab me; second, that he was incredibly warm...and strong...and far too aware of the tricks I’d need to break free.

When I hadn’t said anything for over a minute, he sighed, and straightened up.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s go over it, again.”

I tried to kick free, but his arms tightened, crushing the breath out of me, so I let myself go limp.

“Right,” he said, carrying me back to the table, and carefully settling me in a chair beside his own. “Take a good long look at the map. Tell me how many ways there are to get in.”

I knew what he was doing, but I went along, anyway. You never knew; I might find an alternative to what they were suggesting. At the end of an hour, even I had to admit there really was no other way in.

By the end of that hour, I also had to admit that there wasn’t anyone else.

I slumped in the chair, and rested my head against my right hand, leaving the left on the table in front of me.

“So, you agree, then?” Mack said, and I sighed.

I wanted to disagree. I very badly wanted to disagree. There was no way in Hades I wanted this job. Not in all the worlds.

“Isn’t there anybody else?” Even to myself, I sounded tired.

Mack draped an arm around my shoulders, and I let him. In anyone else, I would have thought it a play, but Mack had made it pretty clear he wasn’t that way inclined.

“We could find someone else,” he admitted, “but you’re the one who needs to pay off a massive training debt, and there’s a pretty hefty bonus attached to this job.”

That was news to me.

“How big a bonus?” I asked, then added, “And how much of it is mine?”

Mack named a sum that would take out half the training debt in one fell swoop, and I have to admit I was pretty tempted.

“But...” I said.

“So, you’ll do it, right?” he said, and it wasn’t really a question.

I felt his arm tighten around my shoulders, and turned my head. It was all the time he gave me, pulling the slim-bladed dagger from its sheath under the table, and plunging it into my chest before I could do more.

I wanted to scream, but there wasn’t time. I wrapped my hands around the hilt, as he swung me up out of the chair and carried me out the door. Even then, I couldn’t quite process what he’d done. As we hit the corridor, I realized he hadn’t told me just how much of that amazing sum was mine.

All of it, I decided, or I was going to make his life hell.

If I survived.

I’ll give him credit: he had it all planned. The medics met him in the corridor, the stasis pod already prepped. I was still awake when they closed the lid, but I was pretty sure I imagined the look of desperate concern on Mack’s face, just before the world went away.
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They say on Magnus 19, only the dead live. I wondered if that was true, or if there was something more sinister going on, and then I amended my thoughts. Of course, there was something more sinister going on. If there hadn’t been, I wouldn’t have been called in to deal with it. Or Mack wouldn’t have been.

So, it was something dire enough that the company hadn’t wanted to have its name connected with it. I wondered just how widely my contract with them was promulgated. Mack would be a cut-out, and I was in disgrace. I guess the hole I’d dug by trying to leave was deeper than I’d realized.

My chest burnt like liquid fire, and it hurt to breathe.

Damnitall, Mack! There were reasons I hadn’t wanted the role I’d been chosen for. A dagger through the heart on my first mission back? Yeah, they weren’t paying me enough. That sort of shit could kill a girl. And I don’t mean almost. I mean stone-cold dead...forever.

Which brought me to Magnus 19. This was not the place for a living person. This was the place for the dead, and the lost, and the forgotten. This was the place they brought those who had not long to live, or who wanted to live longer when their bodies could not. This was not the place for me.

But it was the place in which our target had made himself a home.

And a refuge.

For Blaedergil fed the economy of Magnus 19 with his demands, and had built himself a fortress of minds and souls in the middle of a landscape of pine forest and plains. Even if we’d asked for his extradition, the people of Magnus 19 would not have given him to us. And Odyssey had tried.

Hence the need for a cut-out. Nothing from Odyssey could get anywhere close. Mack was in disgrace, and there were rumors Odyssey wanted to space me as an example to other recalcitrant recruits. I guess nothing works quite so well as the truth.

Or, at least, the almost-truth...

“The Plague Master is ours,” the rulers of Magnus 19 had told Odyssey when they’d gone knocking, “and we have granted him refuge.”

What they should have said was that he fed their unholy industry of death and the undying, and that they’d starve without him.

“Please,” I whispered, when I came to, “let me be alive.”

As if my words were a magical command, I saw a figure move beyond the glass, and that was when I realized I would live.

A regen tank?

On a world of death?

I stretched out a hand, intending to touch my fingertips to the glass, only to find I could not lift my hand away from my side.

What was happening?

I tried again, this time with the other hand. Again, my hand was stopped short. I took a deep breath, trying not to panic, and then took another breath as the man beyond the glass came into focus.

“So, you’re the one,” he said.

I tried to look over my shoulder, twisting my head, first one way, and then the other.

“Are you a doctor?”

I glanced down at my chest, noticing a neat patch of stitching.

The man laughed.

“No,” he said, and I recoiled.

“Who are you then?”

“Don’t you remember?”

I shook my head. I remembered the dagger, Mack’s look of concern—and why had that been, again?—but there were gaps. Holes in my memory that shouldn’t have been there. For his part, the man looked puzzled.

“Are you sure?”

I shook my head. I should be sure. There was a large portion of my head that was screaming I should know more. I watched as my visitor placed his hands on the glass.

“How are you feeling?”

I checked, doing a mental inventory, and then I nodded.

“Okay.”

“No pain?”

As if I was going to tell him that.

“Should there be?”

“Not before our wedding night,” he said, and smirked.

A wedding night. I did remember something about that. I also remembered very much not wanting one. Now, why was that?

I watched, as he looked at me through the glass, really looked, like he was inspecting a piece of meat, or a shirt, or a beast he’d just purchased. And my nakedness started to bother me.

“Who are you?” I asked, and he raised his eyes to my face.

“You don’t remember?”

I shook my head. If I wasn’t submerged in liquid, my throat would probably be dry.

“You truly don’t remember?”

Again, I shook my head.

“No. I truly don’t.”

And he stepped back from the glass, looking almost put out.

“I am Blaedergil,” he said, as though it should mean something. “Surely they told you who was saving your life?”

I nodded.

“They did,” I said, “but I can’t remember.”

Damnit, Mack! What did you do to my head?

“Perhaps it’s the new implant,” Blaedergil said.

“New implant?”

“They didn’t tell you?”

I shook my head, and he smiled, leaning in close to the glass.

“You and I are going to have such fun.”

Part of me wanted to deny it, but part of me knew it was true—although it wasn’t sure about the ‘fun’ part of things. Great. Just great. When I got back on board, Mack and I were going to have a good long talk.

Mack. How could I remember him, when I could remember nothing else?

“Your brother assured me he had your full consent.”

And the implant cracked open, just the tiniest bit.

“He did. To save our people.” I stopped, and more of the answer came. “He could think of no other way.”

And now Blaedergil did smile.

“Indeed, there isn’t one,” he said. “Your people made a bargain, and you are but the first of many.”

I was? I didn’t remember that from the briefing.

There’d been a briefing?

I watched as Blaedergil walked away, his figure becoming indistinct after a few paces, and then fading, until he was little more than a shadow in the glass—after that, he was gone. I felt my body relax as soon as he’d disappeared from view.

The implant cracked open just a little bit more, and I remembered. Everything.

“Mack, you are such a bastard,” I said, remembering the plan to get me inside.

No wonder I hadn’t wanted a bar of it. First Mack had had to kill me—or as near to as to makes no never mind—and then Blaedergil would kill me. Every night. From our wedding night onwards—until he tired of me, or until I conceived a child.

The briefing hadn’t covered how, either how I’d die, or how I’d conceive if I was dying every night. It didn’t cover how long it would take Blaedergil to tire of me, and ask for my replacement. And I was glad, because the concept was chilling me to the very bone. I pulled against the restraints holding my wrists to my side, and then I tried to move my feet.

Something I did must have activated the sensors in the tank, because Blaedergil returned.

“Do you remember now?”

“Please,” I said. “I want to live.”

And he laughed.

“And so you shall. How else do I get to kill you, if you aren’t alive?”

He watched me struggle until I couldn’t find the energy to struggle any more.

“You should sleep,” he said. “I want you well-rested for our special night.”

He stroked a fingertip down the glass, tracing the curve of my face and neck.

“Sleep,” he said. “You’ll need it.”

I didn’t want to sleep. I didn’t want to rest. I didn’t want a special night. I wanted, desperately, to get away. But I couldn’t. There’s no escaping a tranquilizer that infiltrates the very environment around you.

And Blaedergil stayed, watching until sleep took me under.

I wondered if he’d be there when I woke—and hoped with all my heart he wouldn’t.
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​6—Blaedergil’s Bride
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Blaedergil wasn’t around when I woke up—and I wasn’t in the tank.

I was chained to a bed...because that was so much better.

The room was empty when I first opened my eyes, but it wasn’t for much longer afterward. Can’t a girl have any privacy? I thought, glaring at Blaedergil.

“It’s bad luck for a groom to see a bride before the wedding.”

He looked vaguely amused.

“Memory back yet?”

I swallowed, nodded, and then realized I should be afraid, instead of figuring out ways to kill him. He didn’t seem to notice, though. Just reached across and undid the cuffs.

“I’d give you an abject lesson on why you shouldn’t try to leave,” he said, “but I can’t be bothered. As to our wedding night, I think I’ll let you get acquainted with the house, first.”

I sat up when he stepped away from the bed, and followed his hand as he gestured around the room.

“These shall be your quarters for at least the next two nights. After that, we’ll talk wedding plans, ceremonies, flowers, cake—but not guests. I’m not into last-minute heroics, or hysterics.”

He turned back toward the door, and I watched him walk away.

Two nights, I thought, remembering. It would be more than time enough.

Inside my head, I felt Mack agree. Before I could think on why I could feel Mack in my head, Blaedergil stopped, and looked back.

“I want our first night to be special,” he said, and then continued on his way.

I had thought he’d want to say more than that, but movement caught my eye, movement slightly beyond him, a woman waiting by the door. I stared, and then realized what I was seeing. I must have made some kind of sound, because Blaedergil looked back.

“My corpse bride,” he said, indicating the girl beside him. “You and I cannot yet wed, for I am still married.”

He said no more, but offered his arm to the woman waiting at the door. She folded her hand through the crook of it, and looked, once more, to me, before turning a rapturous gaze on his face.

“Thank you.” Her whisper reached me from the door, and, for the life of me, I could not say who it was she thanked.

The door closed behind them, and fear washed over me. Mack’s voice caught me tucked up on the bed, my knees drawn tightly to my chest as I shook.

“Two days.” His voice cut through sheer panic rolling through me. “Two. You heard the man. Now, move!”

I moved.

I’d made planet-fall in a stasis box. With a hole in my heart. I had woken without a stitch of clothing and the injury healed. I had nothing else I needed.

“Time to move,” Mack repeated, as I registered just how much work I had to do in the very short time Blaedergil had allotted. “Get dressed.”

I tried to do just that. There were gowns hanging in a closet on one side of the room. Gowns. And nothing else. Inside my head, I heard Mack laugh.

“Not funny, Mack,” I said, sliding the least revealing one over my head.

“I preferred the red one,” he told me, and I stuck out a mental tongue.

“Tell me where I need to go.”

He did, and I went.

Two floors up, and I still hadn’t encountered another living soul. Nor a dead one. For which I was eternally grateful. Although the total lack of life was really starting to freak me out.

Three floors up, and the screaming started.

“His bedroom is on this floor,” Mack said. “Keep climbing.”

I kept climbing, but Mack was silent in my head, and I felt like I had lead weights sitting inside my chest.

Another scream rent the air, echoing around me, echoing through me.

“Get up,” Mack said, when it stopped, and I realized I had curled up at the foot of the wall closest to the windows. “Go!”

“I’ve got you,” he added, when I reached the stairs leading to the next level. “You’re almost there.”

He was right. I found out, when I got to the top, that I was there.

I reached the landing on the next level, and I stopped.

“Oh, Mack,” I whispered, and then I couldn’t say any more.

“Move!” he snapped, the order slashing through the horror in my head. “You have to find her.”

“I have to find her,” I repeated, moving between the cages, glad of the fine mesh that stopped the creatures within from stretching through and touching skin. “I have to...Mack, are you sure?”

“It’s what we’ve been paid to do.”

I gestured at the cages around me.

“Mack,” I said, and even communicating through the implant I could hear myself weeping.

“Move!” he snarled, reinforcing the command with a picture of what I was seeking.

Another scream echoed up the stairs behind me, and I moved, scanning cages, and wondering if it was worth retrieving someone once they reached the state of the women behind the mesh. Wondering if there was anything left to retrieve.

“Hurry!” Mack said. “Locator says here.”

Locator...When I got back he was going to die.

“When did that start working?”

“It’s always worked.”

“Then why?”

“It’s because he needs a visual confirmation.” I bit back a yelp, as Blaedergil’s voice came from the door to the stairs.

“Crap!” Mack’s voice in my head.

Well, Hell, yeah. Crap. Mack that is one of a sonuvabitchin’ understatement, you ass...I thought, knowing he could hear every word, and then, as my gaze fell on another section of the room. “Found her.”

And I had.

She wasn’t in one of the cages, after all. In fact, she didn’t look like she’d been touched.

“So, tell me...” Blaedergil’s voice sounded much closer, now, but I refused to look back.

His hand came down, hard, on my shoulder, grabbing tight, and forcing me to a stop.

“Mack...” It came out a breathless squeak.

“Show me,” Mack said, and I knew he meant our target.

“Yes. Show him,” Blaedergil repeated, and Mack and I both came to the same realization at the same time.

“You can hear us?”

It shouldn’t have been possible. Not when we were communicating via the implant.

“First thing I hacked.”

And I felt Mack’s astonishment.

“That line was secure.”

“Nothing is secure on Magnus 19.” And then Blaedergil turned me to face the pod in which our target lay. “Is this the one you seek?”

I felt his grip tighten even further, and knew I had to think fast. If the locator was working, then the teleport could work, too, but it might not be able to get a fix through the pod’s outer shell. I turned to Blaedergil.

“Not good enough,” I said, and he glared at me.

“It’ll have to be,” he snarled, and tried to jerk me away from the pod.

I dug my heels in. It was no easy feat, given I had no shoes.

“Tell him, Mack.”

“It’s easy enough to project an image on the inside of the pod.”

Man, for fast thinking Mack had what it took. I hadn’t been able to think of a reason why. Not that quick. Blaedergil stared at me.

“Did you tell him to say that?”

I shook my head.

“Nope,” I said, and answered truthfully. “He thought that one up all by himself.”

I met his gaze.

“He’s got a point, though, doesn’t he? You could be projecting anything on the inside of that pod.”

In the face of my stubbornness, Blaedergil sighed.

“Very well,” he said, and let go of me.

I sensed surprise when I didn’t run, and I didn’t bother to explain. Honestly, where was I going to go? Here, at least, I knew the locator worked. Here, I might have the tiniest ghost of a chance. I still didn’t know if Mack meant to let the man live. Stars alone knew he hadn’t given me the wherewithal to kill him.

“That’s good to know,” Blaedergil said, lifting the lid, just as another scream rang out behind us. I jumped, startled to hear screams, when he stood right beside me. I jumped, again, when he laid a hand on my arm.

“She’s giving birth,” he said, and granted me a happy smile. “When it’s over, she’ll join the others in Skymander’s harem, and my marriage will be annulled.”

I stared at him, shuddering as another cry rent the night. Before us, in the pod, the girl continued to sleep.

“Why?” I asked, but he had noticed me staring at the young woman in the pod.

“Is this who you were sent for?” he asked, and I referenced the photo in my head.

It sure looked the same. I shrugged, anyway.

“I’ll need to take a bio sample to be sure.”

Blaedergil curled a lip in a sneer.

“What? Afraid this is another holo-projection?” he asked.

“No,” I said, “but I have heard of clones, and body doubles, and I’d like to check for both.”

“Very well,” he said, and slid open a panel in the side of the pod, taking out the instruments I’d need. “Here.”

I took them, and made the necessary tests, using my implant to interface with the hand unit identifying the DNA. It was no surprise when I found them a match, with none of the tell-tale traces indicating cloning. It was no surprise, either, when light curled around the girl in the pod, and she vanished from view.

What was a surprise, was the light that wrapped around Blaedergil, just as his hall of horrors vanished from view. Even so, I held my breath. I wasn’t taking anything for granted. Mack might just have decided to leave me behind, or he might materialize me within Blaedergil’s reach, or he might decide a contract was a contract and...

“I would never do that to you,” Mack said, as I appeared in front of him.

And, before I could respond, he had swept me behind him with one arm, and shot Blaedergil three times, running his aim from the man’s gut to his chest in rapid succession. As I found the time to take a breath, he shot Blaedergil once more, making the man’s head explode, and leaving a crater where his face had been.

The sight of it made me freeze, but not before I’d laid a hand on Mack’s bicep. I’d stuffed a fist into my mouth, too, but it didn’t stop the scream, and Mack turned and enveloped me a second time in his arms.

“Told you, I had you,” he said, and turned me around, walking me toward the door.

He was met by a medical team as he opened it, and jerked his head toward Blaedergil’s corpse.

“Bag it and tag it,” he said. “There’s another bonus for him.”

I didn’t speak, as he guided me past them, one arm around my shoulders, as Doc Oskar cast an anxious glance toward me.

“Is she...” he began, and I felt Mack’s arm tighten.

“Not a scratch,” he said. “She’s fine.”

And he tucked me closer to his side.

Doc frowned, and gave me a dubious look.

“Well, if you’re sure, Captain.”

“I’m sure,” Mack told him, and led me past them, and out into the corridor.
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​7—Three Rounds
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To give him his due, I was all right. Physically. Physically, I didn’t have a scratch. My mind was a blank, and my emotions were frozen behind a barrier of nothingness that kept them from overwhelming me, but physically? Physically, I was perfectly fine.

I searched for the words I knew I needed.

“I am not okay,” I said, and the arm across my shoulders tightened.

I tried again.

“I am not okay.”

“Yeah, you are,” he said, and I felt the wall of nothingness start to crack.

“I. Am. Not. Okay,” I said, a third time, and, this time, it was my voice that cracked, and then I started shouting. “I. AmNot. Okay!”

And I turned beneath his arm, and slugged him as hard as I could. He grunted, and I slugged him again, and again, and I would have kept on hitting him, if he hadn’t picked me up by the collar of my gown, and held me out at arm’s length.

“You will be,” he said, keeping his arm rigid, while he opened a door in the corridor, with his other hand.

“Put me down!” I said, frustrated enough to try a kick, which missed when he shook me.

“With pleasure,” and he tossed me through the door. “Welcome to the gym.”

If I hadn’t had to pick myself up from the floor, Mack wouldn’t have made it through the door. As it was, as soon as I scrambled back to my feet, I ran at him, closing the distance between us, just as he stepped into the room.

He blocked my first flurry of blows with easy expertise.

“That’s quite a temper you’ve got.”

“You almost killed me!” I said, bouncing back, as he moved toward the end of the room.

“I did kill you.”

“Like that makes it any better!”

He reached the edge of the clear space where the floor was covered with mats, and stooped to take off his boots. I didn’t give him the chance. As soon as he was bent and focused on the laces, I struck him hard in the side, using one of the moves he’d taught me. He toppled, and I followed after, completely unprepared to have my legs swept from under me.

“You got a problem with me?” he asked, using the leg he’d swept under me, to pin my head to the floor.

I scrabbled at his boot.

“Darn right, I have a problem with you, you sadistic son of a bitch!”

“Then we’ll take it to the mats. Best of three. Winner names the penalty.”

“Penalty?”

“For whatever indiscretion we’re fighting over.”

That got through to me.

“What are we fighting over?”

“You not being all right.”

“So, we’re agreed on that.”

“We are.”

“Then why...”

“Because you needed to hit something.”

That much was very true. But I wasn’t sure what was supposed to happen next. Mack didn’t give me a lot of time to think about it. He reached across and finished taking the boot off the foot that wasn’t pinning me, and then he changed feet, and went to work on the other one. When he was done, he let me go, and moved onto the mat.

“Come on,” he said, beckoning me with a slight ripple of his fingers.

I got up, still feeling hollow inside, and moved cautiously onto the mat after him.

“If we’re agreed...” I began, but Mack didn’t let me go any further.

He came at me with several sweeping blows that would have felled me if I’d stayed in one place. I danced back, unwilling to take him on, and not at all sure why I should.

“Why are we fighting, again?” I asked.

“You started it,” he said.

“Then I can stop it?”

“Nope. Now, we go three rounds, and discuss the outcome when you wake up.”

“You’re very sure of yourself.”

I must have stayed in one place for too long, because his fist caught me in the ribs, and I felt something crack.

Seriously?

“Mack!”

He grinned, and came at me again.

“We have a regen tank on board.”

This time, I moved my feet, and managed to get out of the way of the next hit. There was a sharp pain in my chest, but I tried to ignore it. I had no idea what rules he was playing by, but I got the feeling they weren’t going to be fair. Regen tank, indeed!

A dagger through the heart hadn’t been enough?

“You know there’s a limit on how many times I can grow things back.”

The man had reach, height, and weight on me—and I already knew he had a lot more fighting time under his belt, too. What the hell was he playing at? I left the ground before his next leg sweep could take me off my feet, and then ducked another round house. Regen tank, hey? If I was really trying to hurt him, what would I do?

His voice interrupted me, as I was trying to think.

“You’re nowhere near the limit.”

Smart ass!

I moved in, threw two swift jabs and darted back out again, but the pain in my chest was getting worse, and I was finding it hard to breathe.

“Give it up, girl,” Mack said. “You are way outclassed.”

And I decided, then and there, I was giving nothing away. The arrogant sonuvabitch wanted to win? Well, he was just going to have to do it under his own steam. I was going to make him work for it...at least, that was the plan.

We didn’t make three rounds. Mack either got bored, or decided to take pity on me, because he took less than a round to put me down. The pain in my chest blossomed into full-blown agony as he landed a second blow, and I felt blood bubble into my throat—and then I caught a fist in the face, and was out for the count.

Bastard.
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​8—The Hiccup
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Mack was standing on the other side of the regen tank when I woke up. My chest still hurt, and my vision was a little blurry, but I was conscious enough that his next words made sense.

“I’m chucking in some nanites,” he said. “They want us to deliver Blaedergil, and the girl, by nine bells Costral time, tomorrow.”

Costral? But we were nowhere near the place.

“I know,” Mack’s voice came clearly through the implant. “We go to warp in ten.”

He hit a button on the control panel, and a stream of grey entered the tank.

“They won’t hurt you,” he said, when I flinched away from the moving mass. “Stay still.”

I stayed, imagining I could feel the penetration of a multitude of tiny machines burrowing their way through my skin.

“Nine,” came Tens’ voice over the intercom.

And Mack ran for the door.

Did you know you can’t tell the difference between warp travel and normal travel if you’re stuck in a regen tank for the duration? Yeah, well, you can’t. This might actually be a small mercy. You can, however, feel it when millions of tiny machines get inside your cells and start making alterations to damaged tissue.

Honestly. You can. It’s like a vibration running through bone and muscle, or an itch that you’re never going to be able to scratch. I was awake, right up until I started to try making it stop, and then the tank’s sensors picked up my distress, and I wasn’t awake anymore.

Mack was on the other side of the glass when I came to.

“You done, yet?” he asked, and I glared at him.

He smirked, and crossed to read the sensors.

“Yep, you’re done,” he said. “I’ll send the med-techs in to get you out. You’ve got about an hour to get ready.”
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