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I ran away from home to find a better life—not be forced into one. You can call me picky, but a girl likes to be asked if she wants to work for you, not coerced—and Odyssey should know better. Now, I have to find a way to kick free—of Odyssey, and my trainer, Mack—without getting myself killed. Surviving the mission is just the first step. Getting out from under, that’s gonna take some doing.
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NOTE: The main character swears like a sailor, and the support cast aren’t much better. If swears bother you, then this story may not be to your taste.
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This is for all those who believed in me enough that, eventually, I had the courage to believe in myself.
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Thank you.
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Mack and Me: Origins came into being by accident. I began writing the idea for Blaedergil’s Host (Book 2 in the series), and realized there was more story before it. At first, I thought this new section was just going to be a few chapters, and then I realized I had an entire book on my hands. Until I did that, Book 2’s beginning didn’t work, and it was only when I went back to write what was missing that the story unwound..

As it turned out, there was an entire book that needed to come before Mack and Cutter went anywhere near Blaedergil, and I discovered a lot more about where Cutter came from than I’d ever suspected...and also why she resented Mack, and was so conflicted about Odyssey. It seems Cutter had an independent streak a mile wild.

She left home to escape a mundane and unsavory situation...and ended up in something not quite so mundane and even more unsavory—and that’s when her adventure truly began.

But, where did story actually come from?

To be honest, I’m not sure.

Cutter, herself, grew out of a series of flash fiction that I wrote because it was funny to have the main character slug her boss, every time she returned from a mission—and Mack and Tens and Case came from the same place. I always wondered why Cutter was angry enough to want to punch Mack every time she came ‘home’...and also why she stayed, and this book goes a long way to explaining that.

This edition was brought about because I wanted a cover that reflected the genre more accurately, and I’m pleased with what Jake, from JCaleb Design, came up with. It shows Mack being his own devil-may-care self, and Cutter taking things a lot less light-heartedly, which pretty much sums them up as they start their adventure.

Someone once described this series as grim-dark in space, but I’m not entirely sure it’s either that grim, or that dark. I love the hope and defiance they bring to their part of the universe, and the way they refuse to back down in the face of a difficult situation.

I like Mack’s blend of ruthlessness and compassion, and Cutter’s refusal to give up on what seems an impossible ideal, or in the face of seemingly impossible odds. The universe isn’t necessarily a kind place, and it certainly has its dark points, but I enjoyed getting to know these characters as they navigate their part of it. Welcome to their escapades—and thank you, for joining me on this part of their journey.
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I came from comfort and privilege... Well, I came from a background that could afford to send me to a government-run school—and that only because it was mandatory—and I was part of a system where you could go to university at the government’s expense, and then pay back the cost—if you ever got a job that paid enough.

This made me one of the lucky ones, in spite of my parents going through a bad break-up, and mum and me having to move to a poorer part of town. On the upside, I didn’t have to worry about where to sleep, or what, when or how I was going to eat next, or if someone was going to... well, not at first, anyway.

When that happened, I left home. I left town. I ran as fast, and as far as I could. The freighter crew found me in the galley. I’d managed to get past the security code for the pantry, and figured I could cook something while they slept. I didn’t know about shifts and rosters and crewing a starship 24/7, not back then. That trip, I learned.

And I learned a bunch of other stuff, too. Like comms, and hydroponics, and life support, and a little bit of navigation. Mostly, though, I learned tech and security, because the captain didn’t know his smuggling runs were being watched by Odyssey, and Odyssey’s man thought I might have skills.

And Odyssey’s man kept me out of the hold where they kept the cargo.

“She’s mine!” he’d snarled, when the captain said I should be added to the manifest. “I found her.”

“She got past you at the port,” the captain had argued.

“I caught her.”

“Not before she had herself a fry-up.”

Not exactly true, I thought. Keevers had caught me while it was still half-cooked. What he said next bought him my undying gratitude.

“Which I’ll make sure she eats.”

The look I turned to him, then, must have been something, because he almost smiled—which I rarely ever saw, afterwards.

“She’d turn a good profit,” the captain said, and Keevers shrugged.

“She’ll make you more, when I get done.”

This had brought him a thoughtful stare, and, “Fine, but the cost of keeping her comes out of your wage, and you’ve got two years to prove your point.”

“Two years,” Keevers had begun, but the look on the captain’s face was enough that even I knew he’d better not argue. “Fine, but she’s hands off for everyone. I won’t have her training disrupted.”

This had gotten him another look, one I couldn’t interpret, at the time. Now, I know why Keevers had added what he did.

“You’ve got plenty in the hold to keep everyone entertained,” he’d added, and the captain shrugged.

I hadn’t known what he meant, when he’d said it, but it didn’t take me long to work it out.

“What’s up, girl?” he asked, two nights later, when he found me curled up in a locker.

Not that he needed to ask. We could both hear what was happening down the hall.

“Can’t you stop it?” I asked, and he’d looked sad. Sad and angry, and I wondered what I’d said.

“No,” he’d said, but he did, him and Odyssey both, and he kept me safe during that, too.

The first I’d known something was going very wrong for the smugglers was when the klaxons started to sound, and then cut off abruptly. The screams from down the hall stopped, and I heard the guy at the nav comm swear. He’d glanced up, as the captain came running into the control centre, was speaking before the man was at his console.

“She just came out of nowhere, sir. Nowhere. One minute we were in clear space, the next—”

“What came out of nowhere?”

And that was when the ship stopped dead in space.

All eyes turned to Keevers, but he was studying his board, pointing out the red patches blooming along the hull.

“See that?” he’d asked, and I’d nodded. “Comms mines. They’re patching in to the ship’s systems.”

“Comms mines?” The captain sounded alarmed, but Keevers stayed calm, focused on his screens, and focused on me.

“See that?” he’d asked, pointing to the way the engine rooms were flashing amber.

Again, I nodded.

“Teleport.”

“Teleport?” the captain shouted.

Keevers turned to the captain.

“We’ve been boarded,” he said, and I watched as he keyed several commands into the system, heard him curse when the screen flashed ‘Access Denied’ in reply.

“Can’t you stop them?”

“They’ve jammed compartment access,” Keevers told him, lifting his hands off the control board, and then lifting them above his head. He’d glanced across at me, nudging me with his knee so that I did the same.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the captain roared, but I could see the armed and armored figures coming through the door behind him.

I knew exactly what Keevers was doing.

It was still a surprise when he reached sideways and grabbed me, dragging me to the floor when he threw himself out of his chair. I hit the deck, and then scrabbled sideways to get behind our work station, Keevers pushing me all the way.

“Hells bells, and stars and fury!” he muttered, but he kept his head below the level of the console, and snagged me tight against him when I would have bolted across the control room. “Don’t move, girl. You might live through this yet.”

I might? That came as a surprise to me, because the firefight going on above console level was like the shortest lightning storm, ever. And then they came, those armored figures, moving quickly into the control room, until Keevers and I found ourselves staring up the barrels of some very big guns.

“Get ’em up!”

I got, raising both hands over my head—right up until I realized Keevers hadn’t moved.

“Keevers!” I turned, reaching for him, and was picked up and then slammed into the deck.

The weight on my back didn’t stop me from trying to turn around to check on my guardian.

“Keevers!”

“Get him to Medical,” was almost comforting.

“Maybe he has a chance,” was not.

I fought to get to him, but I couldn’t get out from under the operative pinning me to the floor.

“Keevers!”

I didn’t stop trying to reach him, until a hand grabbed the back of my neck and pressed my head against the floor.

“What do you want me to do with this?”

This? I stilled. I was a this?

“Keevers wanted to keep it alive,” said the voice that had ordered Keevers to Medical. “Port it over and lock it down, until he can explain.”

“But what—”

That first voice didn’t let my captor finish.

“Now!” Fury laced those tones, and light engulfed us both.

“Keevers!”

I was still shouting it, when the light faded and I landed on another deck. I was still held, and I was still pinned.

“Oh, for fury’s sake, SHUT! UP!”

I shut, but only because I’d caught a glimpse of where we were, and what was happening to Keevers. I’d never seen a regen room before. I thought they were drowning him. And I couldn’t do a thing about it, except watch.

I stared in horrified silence as they stripped him bare, my eyes drawn to the bloody holes stitching one side of his chest. They strapped him into a frame and closed the tank. I stayed silent, as the regen fluid engulfed him, and I saw clouds of silver swarm into the liquid and swirl around him.

I must have made some sound, then, because one of the medics glanced my way.

“What in the stars is wrong with you?” she snapped, and it took me a moment to realize she was referring to the person pinning me to the floor.

“Keevers was protecting her.”

“And you didn’t think she might need to know we weren’t killing him? Given where she’s been?”

Where I’d been? I remembered the cargo in the hold, the ‘training’ systematically carried out down the hall from the control centre, heard the medic continue.

“Do you even have a brain inside that tiny, little head of yours?”

She came toward us, and knelt down so I could see her.

I couldn’t help it. I tried to get away, shifting sideways in a panic that got me absolutely nowhere.

“I need a sedative,” she said, and another of the medics moved to a counter along one wall.

She ignored him, and turned back to me, while she waited.

“Keevers wants you to live, so we’ll make sure of that” she said, and I stopped trying to get away. It was good to hear her add, “and he’ll pull through.”

I felt a sob catch in my throat. She looked almost sympathetic, but glanced up as her colleague brought her a hypoderm.

“But you,” she said, taking it, and turning back to me as she prepped the needle, “have had a shock, and you really need to sleep.”

“No,” I said, my mouth going dry and my heart racing at sight of the needle. My body scrambled to escape as I tried to explain. “No needle. No need to sleep. No...”

But she was relentless. Gentle, but relentless, and I was still protesting when the sedative took me under.

“Idiot!” I heard as darkness closed, but, somehow, I don’t think she was referring to me.
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I saw Keevers a few times after that. The first time was when he came into the small cubicle that served as my room. I was quietly destroying another pillow, when the door to my quarters hissed open.

“I hear you’ve been causing trouble,” Keevers said, stepping through, and closing it behind him.

I didn’t care. I stared seconds longer, making sure he was real, and then dropped the partially dismembered pillow before launching myself across the room at him. I wrapped both arms around him, until I heard him gasp, which was when I let him go. When I looked up, his face was a comical mix of pain, consternation, and happiness, as he surveyed the mess I’d been making of my bedding.

“Didn’t they give you enough to do?” he asked, indicating the strips of cloth that used to be a perfectly serviceable set of sheets, and I blushed.

Truth was, they had given me stuff to do, but I’d trashed the first computer system with the keyboard, and that had been that. They hadn’t interrupted me in my destruction of the sheets. Not yet. I wondered at that, and then eyed Keevers suspiciously.

“Who are they?”

He moved slowly over to sit on the edge of my bed.

“They?” he asked, and I nodded. “You mean the people who came and got us off that smuggling vessel?”

I nodded again.

“They are my bosses,” he said, “and they’re asking me some very serious questions about why I bothered to save you.”

They were? My face heated as I blushed, even more.

I looked up at him.

“You were gone,” I said. “And I...”

I waved a hand around at the little box I’d been kept in.

“I didn’t know what to do.”

“You didn’t think they were helping you?”

“Captain kept some of the cargo in little rooms,” I said, referring to some of the people taken from the cargo hold and kept aside for what was termed ‘special’ training.

Keevers cursed.

“And you were waiting for when they came,” he said, and I nodded, tears sparking when I saw he truly understood.

He cursed again, and pushed himself off my bed. He was halfway to the door when it opened, and he stopped. I didn’t recognize the female agent, but Keevers did.

“You heard her,” he said. “She thought she was being ‘kept aside’.”

He glared at the woman, and she glared back. Finally, she answered.

“Our bad,” but she didn’t sound a bit repentant, and then she laid a hand on his arm. “You did good, John. We’ll take it from here.”

And that was when I got it.

Keevers was leaving—and he was leaving me behind. I crossed the room to him, reached out and took one of his hands.

“You’re not coming back?”

And he laughed, short and painful, as he turned and wrapped his arms around me.

“Give it a rest, kiddo. I got you out of a really bad place, and brought you to something a whole lot better. I like you, but I can’t keep you, okay? This is the next best thing.”

That hurt, but I got it. And it was true. He had got me out of a very bad place, and kept me out of a worse one. Whether it was anywhere near ‘a whole lot better’, was yet to be seen. I leant my head against him, and then let him go.

“Thanks,” I said, as my vision blurred, but I refused to cry.

I swallowed back the tears, and looked up at him—catching a sadder version of the almost smile I’d seen before.

He stepped back, and laid a hand on my shoulder.

“I gotta get back to the tank, kiddo. Before the medics come to find me. Apparently, I’m not done yet, but Agent Delight here said I had to come and see you, before she decided you needed putting down.”

I felt my insides freeze, and shot a quick glance at the agent waiting just inside the door. She met it, let me see just how close I’d come, and looked up at Keevers.

“Get going, John,” she said. “Medical will have my hide if I let you fall down before they can put you back in the tank.”

And he nodded, squeezing my shoulder once, before letting go and walking out the door. I waited until it had closed behind him, before looking at Agent Delight. To my surprise, she had the tiniest smile on her face as she looked at me.

“You,” she said, “are a barrel of trouble.”

Which was when I decided I’d see just how well I could live up to that assessment.

Pull me off a slave ship, and then force me to work for them, would they? Some might call that luck. Well, I had words for it that weren’t quite the same. I’d left home so that I had a choice—and I sure as shit wasn’t going to let these people take that choice away.

And I was very careful to keep all of that off my face, when I returned Agent Delight’s stare.

She made a show of looking me up and down, and then casting a critical eye around the room.

“And you owe us quite a few credits.”

Well, I have to admit, my mouth fell open at that. I what? Delight didn’t give me a chance to get a word in edgewise, however. She just kept right on.

“We’re not going to bill you for Keever’s first rescue,” she said, and I stared. I kept staring as she went on. “But we will bill you for retrieval off Lockyer’s Transport.”

And, now, I did have something to say.

“But—” I began, and she cut me off.

“And then there’s the computer, the sheets, the medical care...”

Medical care? Did she... Was she referring to them sedating me? But, again, she didn’t let me get a word in edgewise.

“...your accommodations and food for the last three days.” Finally she stopped. “What?”

And well she might ask. I had opened my mouth to say something, several somethings, actually, and she’d just rolled over me without so much as an invitation. I just said the last thing that came into my head.

“So, you’re not letting me go, then?”

Yeah, I know. So much for not saying anything about not wanting to be there.

“We could let you go,” Delight answered, “but with the contacts of those slavers looking for who took out the transport for their operations in this sector, that wouldn’t be very responsible of us—and Keevers says you have potential, that you just need somewhere safe to be allowed to reach it. We figured that might as well be us.”

“Oh, you did, huh?”

“Yeah, we did,” and Delight cocked her head to one side, “and I’m kinda sick of your attitude. You might try being a little bit grateful.”

Grateful, huh? Well, I didn’t feel particularly grateful. I was willing to go along with their little game, because I liked Keevers, and, if this was where he wanted me to be, then so be it. But grateful? She had got to be kidding!

Some of that must have leaked out onto my face, because the next thing I knew Delight was across the room, and I was up against a wall with her hand around my throat.

Gratitude was one thing, but there was no way I was putting up with shit like that. I lashed out, and she ducked, then she bounced me off the wall, so I grabbed hold of her wrists, and tried to pile-drive her chest through her spine with my feet. That connected, and she smiled—which had to be about the most frightening thing I had seen in a very long time.

I didn’t let it stop me, though. If I was going to get into trouble for this, or fined, or billed, or whatever, I was going to make it more than worth the price. I grinned back, and then she took a step away from the wall, let go of my throat and broke my hold on her wrists.

I hit the floor flat on my back, and she pounced while I was still trying to catch my breath and see past the stars. It felt like I’d been hit by a small truck, and the little breath I had left, vanished under her weight. For a few minutes, I couldn’t breathe at all, couldn’t find my arms and legs to coordinate them, couldn’t even think straight.

“Give,” she said, resting her forearm across the top of my chest, just a fraction off my throat.

“Give,” she repeated, when I didn’t answer, and her arm slid forward to just above my windpipe.

I nodded, before she could ask again, and she got off me.

“Get up!” she snapped, and I tried to get enough of myself together to obey.

She didn’t repeat the command, but watched, as I worked out everything was still attached and working. When I rolled to my feet, she headed for the door.

“This way,” she said. “There’s a cohort about a week into training. You can join them.”

They had cohorts? They forced more than one person at a time to join them?

It was an understandable mistake, but, as I soon learned, most of Odyssey’s recruits wanted to be there—even if I did not.
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Delight took me to a common room, knocking on the door, and then stalking right through, until she saw the instructor over by the coffee machine. I’ll give her this, the instructor took in Delight, and then her gaze tracked to me, and she managed a welcoming smile. I still caught the look that said she knew exactly what sort of recruitment I’d gone through, just a glimpse, before the warm-welcome mask slipped into place.

“Agent Delight,” she said, “I see you’ve brought us another recruit.”

Delight managed an answering smile, albeit a little small and a little tight, and she glanced back at me.

“This is Lyn Cutter. She’s a late addition, so she’ll need some extra training in a few areas.” Delight paused.

I was still staring at her over the use of Lyn. It was a pet name, a short version of Jocelyn, but not something everyone knew. It made me wonder what else they knew about me. Delight threw me a teasing glance, before turning back to the instructor.

“Self-defense needs a lot of work,” she added, and then she left before I could think of anything to say.

I stood there, letting the instructor take a good, long look. And then I stood there some more, waiting for her to say something. When she didn’t, I glanced right and left, taking in the students on either side, noting the placement of the tables and chairs, taking a good deep breath of the coffee scent filling the air.

I found I was the centre of every student’s attention, saw that cups were being drained before being set carefully down, as each student came out of their seat. This was either going to be very, very good, or very, very bad.

The instructor looked me over, and I returned her look and raised my eyebrows as if to ask her what she was going to do about me. In hindsight, that might not have been my best decision.

Finally, she spoke.

“Catching up on your self-defense might take a bit of work,” she said, but I didn’t reply.

I stared at her, alert to the movement around me, noting the glimpses I caught in my peripheral vision as students tucked chairs under tables, and stepped clear, listening to the sound of movement that told me where the ones were that I could not see. A long time ago, I’d taken a martial arts class.

‘A’, as in one, singular, class. I’d then used what I’d been taught to defend myself in a fight at school, and that had been the last self-defense class I’d been allowed to go to. Unfortunately, we’d lived in the wrong part of town for that kind of shit, and the kid had relatives. And some of them knew where I lived. I hadn’t known my mum’s taste in dates had gotten that bad. If I had, I might have left long ago... except I’d wanted to complete my degree.

What a shame.

The instructor took a sip of her coffee, and then settled back against the side-bench.

“Let’s see what you know,” she said, and the cohort moved.

It didn’t move as one, though, and that was their first mistake. Their second mistake was trying to attack from behind. Cowards. Their third mistake was to see the tables as obstacles.

If the fight in the control room of Lockyer’s Transport had taught me one thing, it was that cover was your friend. I figured it would do just as well in a fist-fight, as it did in a gunfight.

I was almost right.

Instead of facing up to my opponents as they came out from behind their tables, I took a quick step to the side, and then slipped in under the table nearest, and out the other side. I also figured that I deserved a weapon. With so many against me, it was only fair. With that in mind, I picked up a chair.

Unfortunately, my classmates turned out to be quick studies, and the two nearest me also slipped the chairs out from under the tables closest them. Now I was in trouble.

“Hi, I’m Tyson,” said the guy on my left, lining up his chair.

“And I’m Alice,” said the girl on my right, as she readjusted her grip on the back of hers.

“Fantastic,” I replied, stepping out of the arc of Alice’s chair, and using my own to block Tyson’s first swing.

The impact jolted up my arms, and into my shoulders. I tried to tangle the legs, and hook the chair out of his hands, but his grip was too strong, and I didn’t quite succeed. The chair legs tangled, and I had to pivot quickly to avoid Alice’s second swing.

You’da thought, with two against one, the others would have backed off, but that didn’t happen. I caught a glimpse of movement a little bit behind me, and had just enough time to duck. That would have worked a whole lot better, if my new opponent hadn’t been trying to land on me in the first place.

Sure, I was lower down, and he had a longer way to fall than he’d anticipated, but I was still sort of where he’d thought I would be, and he still landed. And he landed hard. My duck turned into an all-out sprawl, and I caught my head on the edge of the table on the way down.

Now, I understood why they might be considered obstacles in a fight.

I kept a hold on the chair, but my new opponent had managed to hit me at around chest height, and he’d followed me down to land astride my torso. I tried to roll out from under, and ended up on my side, with one of his knees pinning one of my arms to the floor. Finding my other arm still free, I tried to drive my elbow into his gut, but he was faster, grabbing my wrist and twisting my arm behind my back. Now, I was in trouble.

“Aw, stars to Hell, Ax. What are the rest of us supposed to do?”

It was a good question. I didn’t know what they were going to do, but I needed to throw up. It was probably the blow to the head—either the one from the table, or the one from when I’d hit the floor with Agent Delight. The only problem was I couldn’t move, and no-one was paying me any attention.

I lay on the floor, listening to the tumult of voices above me, watching the way the table legs blurred into multiples, and then back to one, and wondering if my head would stop hurting, any time soon. I willed my stomach to stop churning, but only succeeded in getting it to subside to restless. It made me wonder how in all the heavens I was going to get out of this one.

I wasn’t, it seemed. The instructor hadn’t called an end to the fight, and I hadn’t given in—and Ax must have figured it wasn’t over, because he hadn’t moved. On that, at least, we agreed.

I stayed still, flexing against his grip on my wrist, and the way his knee rested on my arm. I didn’t think it was funny when he laughed. I thought it was less funny, when he lifted his knee long enough to flip me onto my front, and drag my other hand behind my back.

Great. Just great. I rested my forehead on the floor, and sighed. I figured they’d get to whatever was next when they were ready.

“A chair, huh?” the instructor said, and I realized she had come closer.

I managed an ‘uh huh’ in response.

“Where’d you learn that trick?”

“No idea,” I mumbled. “Just seemed too good a chance to waste.”

That brought a laugh from the rest of the cohort, but I noticed Ax hadn’t let go of my wrists, and he hadn’t gotten off my back, either. The instructor must have noticed as well.

“Good job, Ax,” she said, “and you, too, Tyson and Alice. From now on, she’s your responsibility. Ax, you’re first in charge, then Alice, then Tyson. Anything goes wrong, that’s the order of the ass-kicking. You make sure you keep her in line.”

I lifted my head, trying to get a look at the instructor. Since when did they make these guys smart? And then the answer came, along with memories of Keevers and Agent Delight. Right. Since this was Odyssey, and I’d been recruited and repossessed.

I lowered my head back to the floor, and couldn’t suppress a groan.

Great. Just great.

“This fight is done,” the instructor added. “You can let her up.”

I heard a general shuffling of feet, and chairs scraping back as my cohort colleagues returned to whatever they’d been doing when I’d arrived. Everyone, except, of course, the three stooges who’d been set to guard me.

Ax didn’t shift, and I could sense the other two hovering nearby. I waited, and, finally, the message got through. I wasn’t going anywhere.

Ax sighed, and then let go of my arms, and lifted off my back.

“You can get up, now,” he said, and I moved to get my hands under me, before slowly getting to my feet.

First thing I did was turn around. Ax, huh? I wondered how much trouble I’d get into, when I punched him.

Second thing I did was take two steps back, until I fetched up against the table I’d dived under at the start of the fight. He was taller than me—and, well, there was a lot of him. And I just couldn’t help myself.

“They sure do stack it high where you come from, don’t they?”

As a greeting, I might have done better just saying ‘hi’. Seems Ax came from the same sort of neighborhood as the one I’d just left, except he used an open-handed slap, instead of a fist. I know, because I watched him open his hand, just before it connected with the side of my head—and then it knocked me sideways, and I stumbled before dropping back to my knees.

And I threw up, which had been coming for a while. I’d just been hoping to avoid doing it in the dining hall. Footsteps signaled the others moving away—and also when they returned. With a mop, and a bucket, and a cloth. For a minute, I thought I was on a team that would take care of me, and then Ax propped the mop beside me, and dropped the cloth into my lap.

“Clean it up.”

For real? I glanced up at him, and saw no reason to argue. It wasn’t his size. It was the way he stood. He caught my gaze and lifted an eyebrow. I didn’t bother arguing; I grabbed the cloth.

To be honest, there wasn’t much to clean up. I hadn’t had a lot to eat due to my misbehavior, and there wasn’t a lot in my stomach. It struck me that this, rather than the bump on the head, would account for the dizziness. Whatever.

I got to it, the three of them watching me work to make sure I did the job properly... and probably to make sure I didn’t use that mop in the way I was thinking. Like I said, Ax and I came from the same sort of neighborhood. From the way they were looking at me, I’d say Tyson and Alice might have grown up somewhere similar, too.

The rest of the group were sitting on the other side of the room, but they were watching us closely, and I was pretty sure at least some of them were taking notes. When I was done, Tyson grabbed the bucket, mop and cloth, and headed for a door at the other end of the room. Alice glanced up at Ax, and Ax looked at me.

“You look done in, Cutter,” he said, and I wondered what he’d come up with next. Wherever Odyssey had gotten him from, it sure as shit wasn’t straight off the streets, which is why his next order didn’t come as too much of a surprise. “Go get three coffees. I’ll take mine black. Alice has cream with two sugars, cos there’s no way known she’s sweet enough, and Tyson has his white with none, the pussy.”

I glanced over at the sideboard, and then went. I figured Ax was watching me go, but I didn’t look back. I got the coffee: one black, one sweet with cream, and one white and none. And then I brought it over to the table they’d commandeered.

I figured this was a dominance game, only it was a game I’d lose, until I accepted that I just wasn’t going to win. To win, I’d have to take the place they were offering, which, given that they’d just been made responsible for my good behavior, was bottom of the pile. I kept this in mind, as I set the cups on the table—and I remembered Keevers, too.

He’d kept me on a pretty tight leash, which had kept me safe—but he’d made sure I had what I needed. I was going to have to give Ax the same chance... but, as soon as he’d settled himself in as leader of the happy trio, I was gonna do something about being bottom.

I kept that in mind, as I focused on staying on my feet and tried not to sway. That last part was getting harder, as the day caught up. About a minute passed by, before he set his cup on the table.

“Where’s your gear?” he asked, and I shrugged.

He frowned.

“You do have gear, don’t you?”

And I shook my head. What I’d had on the smugglers’ ship had disappeared long before Odyssey had arrived on the scene, and I’d just made do with what I could get out of the ship’s stores. It hadn’t been easy, but I’d survived. Keevers had kept me safe. My stuff? Not so much.

“So, you’ve got nothing?” Alice asked, before Ax could continue, and I nodded, feeling an unexpected rush of emotion, as I realized exactly what I’d left behind when I’d run away from home.

That brought more memory, and I felt a storm of pain uncurling, deep in my chest. I swallowed, willing it away, trying to force it back down, back into the box in which I’d had it caged. Something in my face must have warned them what was happening, because Ax frowned.

“Go and get yourself a coffee,” he said.

“However you want it,” he added, when I hesitated.

I went, hearing his next order ring out behind me, and finding it strangely comforting.

“And then get your ass back here.”

At least someone wanted me around.
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As if Ax’s words were some sort of signal, the rest of the group relaxed, some coming up to make their own coffees as I made mine. None of them spoke to me, and I didn’t want to speak to any of them. After all, they’d all been ready to take me down, and I still didn’t know how to feel about it. What sort of organisation was Odyssey, anyway? Because this sure a shit was not what I expected by way of corporate training.

I got my ass back to the table, and Ax indicated I should sit by him. For a moment, I toyed with sitting in the exact opposite space, but this was the first hot drink I’d had in a while, and I wanted to get to drink it. I figured I might not get to do that, if I started another fight.

Besides, if I started another fight, I... well, I don’t know what, but I figured there’d be a meal soon, and I was hungry. Once I’d settled myself beside Ax, our instructor stood up from the table she’d taken at the end of the room, and went to stand up near the coffee counter.

“Most of you will finish your medical and occupational assessments this morning,” she said, with a brief glance at the group I was sitting with. “This afternoon, as you know, is set aside for outfitting. Stick with your timetables, and be back here at twenty hundred for a final debrief. Ax, Tyson, Alice, Lyn, stay back. The rest of you are dismissed.”

We stayed, and I, for one, was grateful for the extra time to finish my coffee. When the others had left, the instructor came over, and sat at our table.

“We haven’t been introduced,” she said, and I wanted to ask her whose fault that was, except that Ax nudged me with his leg when I started to open my mouth, so I shut it again. “I am Agent Faridi. You address me as ‘ma’am’, understood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I managed, but I was having trouble concentrating.

She pretended not to notice, and got right down to business.

“You four are going to be on extra duty until Cutter catches up,” she said, and I fielded glares from Tyson and Alice.

Ax just looked amused.

“She’ll also need a full assessment schedule, and kit out. She’s come with nothing, and the places she’s been weren’t savory.”

This got me twin looks of curiosity, and one of pure assessment. I was beginning to worry about Ax. While the other two seemed new to the deal, he did not. I tried to work out where he might have been to be this familiar with dealing with trouble. He caught me thinking, and his lips twitched.

Well, I thought, someone’s enjoying himself far too much.

Agent Faridi ignored the byplay, and kept on.

“We’re moving the four of you to a suite of your own,” she said, and that comment earned me more speculative looks. This time, Faridi caught them.

“Yes,” she said. “Cutter is trouble on a stick, and behind the eight ball—and you three are now responsible for seeing she stays out of trouble, and catches up. As a result, your training program is going to be slightly modified to compensate.”

Tyson groaned, and Alice sat up straighter. Ax smirked.

“Extra training?” I asked, and Faridi nodded.

Tyson rested his forehead against the fingers of one hand, but Faridi ignored him.

“Agent Keevers said you had too much talent to waste and we should push you until we found out how far it went.”

The look I was getting from Alice turned hostile, but Faridi continued.

“He also said, I should choose my best, and put them through the same program.” Now, she looked at the other three. “Fortunately, Agent Delight gave me the perfect opportunity to select the three of you without me having to tell the rest of the group why. I will be referring to you as the ‘Specials’, and no one is going to want to be in your shoes.”

She gave each of us, a long, assessing look, and then she turned to me.

“And, yes, whatever happens to this group, it is all your fault.”

She rose, pulling a small computer from her pocket, and tapping its surface. A series of chimes came from Alice’s, Tyson’s and Ax’s pockets, and they pulled out identical machines, opening their covers to read the screens. I watched Tyson’s eyes widen, as he glanced from the computer in his hand to me, and back down at it.

“You have got to be shitting me,” he said, and was echoed by Alice’s “Seriously?”

Ax just grinned, and gave my shoulder an open-handed shove.

“Oh, yeah.”

I don’t think I’ve heard anyone sound that happy to be hit with extra work, in a very long time.

“What?” he said, looking up and catching the rest of us staring at him, and then he shrugged. “Shit just got interesting, and I’m not bored anymore.”

“Wow. Yeah. Just. Thanksforthat,” Tyson quipped, glaring at me.

Ax reached out, and gripped his upper arm.

“Don’t make me come over there,” he said, and I watched Tyson subside.

“Sure man,” he said. “No problems. Let’s do this.”

“Yeah,” Alice teased. “Just don’t come over here and kick my ass...again.”

Tyson glared at her, glanced at Ax, and said, “What she said, man. What the hell ever she said.”

“Good. I’ll leave you to it,” Faridi told us, and headed for the common-room door.

We watched her go, and then I turned to watch the others. They were all staring at me, and it didn’t feel good. I swallowed, but I didn’t look away.

“What’s up next?” I asked, indicating their hand-helds, and Ax reached out, and laid a heavy hand on my shoulder.

“You get to help us move,” he said. “Come on.”

We spent the morning getting the others moved into a suite of rooms set at the end of the recruiting complex, and then we went to outfitting. We were there earlier than the rest, and I’d figured it was just because our timetable had been moved around—right up until they started equipping us.

My first clue something wasn’t right, was Tyson.

“What the Hell is all this shit?” he asked, as the supply officer handed him a set of body armor and three nicely tailored suits.

The man looked up at him.

“Any reason you don’t think this is yours?” he asked, suspicion edging his tones.

His question made Tyson worried.

“It’s just... It’s not what I expected, is all,” Tyson said. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to swear.”

“Yeah, you did,” Alice said. “You sure as shit did.”

“Shut the hell up.”

“Enough, the both of you,” Ax said, and took his kit with a murmur of thanks.

I stepped forward, last in line, but the cause of it all. The supply officer looked at me, looked at the screen my finger-scanned DNA had brought up, and looked at me again.

“So, you’re the one,” he said, and I felt my heart go cold.

“The one that what?” I asked, and he just smiled, and glanced past me at the other three.

“They have no idea what they’re in for,” he murmured, and his smile grew wider.

“I heard that,” Alice snapped. “Care to explain?”

I saw Ax roll his eyes, as the supply officer shook his head, chuckling softly to himself.

“I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise,” he said, reaching under the counter and pulling out a duffle bag, with my name on the label.

He met my eyes as he passed it across the table.

“Enjoy.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, and I’m pretty sure the others weren’t too happy with me, but they checked their computers, and Ax checked there was nothing else, and then he took us back to the suite.

“Unpack it and rack it,” he ordered, and we did just that, meeting in the small living area that served as a focal point for the four rooms.

“What now?” I asked, and he said the only words I wanted to hear.

“It’s time for lunch.”

We had assessment that afternoon. The others grumbled about having to do theirs again, but our orders made it clear: Anything one of us had to do, the others had to do, also. No explanation was given, but I figured it was something to do with team building. The only thing was, I’d thought we’d be assigned to a team once our training was complete, not made into a team from the get go.

It made me curious as to what our backgrounds were that had us all lumped in together. I mean, I could guess. I knew my background, and I guessed Tyson’s wasn’t much better, given just how much he reminded me of the kids I’d been with in school, but Ax? Alice? I mean, Ax was our age, but he seemed a lot older than any of us had any right to expect—apart from his juvenile enjoyment of anything and everything that came our way.

Honestly, anyone would have thought he was a kid at a fun park, rather than an adult going through the training process for what was a ridiculously specialized company that needed its people as well-versed in combat techniques as they were in table etiquette. Medical came and went. I don’t want to think about it.

I really hate needles. Hate...as in I’m shit scared of them to the point of needing to be held while some medic makes me a pin-cushion. Only problem is I don’t like to talk about it, and the others didn’t know—right up until I burst out of the exam room in my medical-centre-issued nightie and did a runner for the door.

Alice just watched me go by, and Tyson was too slow. Just my luck it was Ax, who finally caught up. And by ‘caught up’, I mean he beat me to the door and waited for me to reach it. I was so busy glancing over my shoulder, that I didn’t see him until it was too late, and then I bounced off his chest and landed on my butt on the floor in front of him.

Ax just kind of looked down at me, and then back the way I’d come. I couldn’t help following his gaze, staggering clumsily to my feet when I saw the medic standing in the doorway, hypoderm in hand, and a very puzzled expression on his face. Ax looked at the man, and then looked back at me.

“Don’t like needles, huh?” he said, and I shook my head, backing away from him, and trying to figure out a way to the door.

Ax frowned, and stepped away from it, and I just bolted, knowing he wasn’t far enough away for me to get by him, but too terrified not to take the chance. He grabbed me as I tried to slip past, coiling an arm around me, and turning my face to his chest.

“Hey, it’s okay,” he said. “I’ve got you. No-one’s gonna hurt you, okay?”

I lifted my face to look up at him, and that’s when he looped his other arm around me, lifted my feet off the ground, and held me tight against his chest. Movement caught my peripheral vision, and I turned my head. The medic stood beside me, without a hypoderm in sight.

“Look at me,” Ax said, and I did, which was when the medic struck.

“Keep looking,” Ax said, when I yelped, and that’s when I realized he was holding on too tight for me to move.

I’m not sure I would have obeyed, but Tyson came to stand beside us, reaching up to grip my jaw and stop me from turning my head. I felt the second round of shots punch through beside the first, and kept my eyes on Ax’s face.

“And once more,” the medic murmured, and I pressed my forehead against Ax’s chest.

“All done. Thanks guys,” the medic said, and patted me on the bit of back not covered by Ax’s arms. “Come back in, and we’ll finish the exam.”

I didn’t move, and, in the end, Ax had to carry me back into the exam room. He set me down on the bed at the side of the room, and got Alice to come and stand beside me. Tyson came in, too, but he leant himself back against the exam-room door, and wouldn’t move. The medic looked from one to the other of them, and then at me.

“I...” he began, clearing his throat, his glance darting nervously between us. “I, uh...”

I decided to put him out of his misery.

“Just get it done, doc. Ain’t gonna happen otherwise.”

“Yes, well.” He cleared his throat, again, picked up his check list, and got to work.

I can’t say that it was the most fun experience in my life—and neither was waiting in the room while the others had their checks.

“We’re a team,” Ax said. “From now on, we do these things together.”

Tyson opened his mouth like he was going to say to hell with that, but Alice elbowed him in the ribs, and Ax fixed him with a look that made Tyson close his mouth over whatever he was thinking, and signal for the doc to begin.

Oh, we were a team all right. Yeah. Sure we were.
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