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My mind wandered as I sketched. The image of the tattoo I’d seen clear in my mind. The pencil curved gently and the strokes caressed the page as the eyes of the jaguar took form. It was a powerful creature, in the pose of stalking its prey. What exactly was its prey? What did it represent?
My back ached and the skin pulled, but I was so glad to be out of bed I could hardly bring myself to care.
“Katerina, I didn’t expect to find you here so late,” the captain said quietly. Presumably so he didn’t scare me.
He stood behind my chair at the table in the galley. The lights were dimmed and the rest of the ship was dark except for the small lights from the equipment. The relationship between Wolfe and I had been strained since Enzo, though not exactly unpleasant. We were quickly becoming what I could only call ‘friends.’
“I couldn’t sleep,” I replied.
Ever since I’d been in the infirmary, my sleep schedule was completely messed up. I slept for most of the ‘day’ even though the stars and space never really made a day like the ones I was used to on Earth. The lights in the ship were programmed to follow the natural light on Earth so they grew brighter as the day went on, and then slowly dimmed as if the sun were setting. It was well past midnight now, hence the utter darkness across the Wolfegang.
Wolfe sat across from me, his movements silent and sure. “I couldn’t either,” he said. “What are you working on?”
I made the claws on the jaguar sharp and dark, as I remembered them to be. When I was satisfied, I slid the rumpled piece of paper across the table so he could study it. I sipped at my tea as I watched him. If he was aware of my gaze he didn’t show it.
“I’ve seen this before,” he stated, his brow creasing in a frown. “I can’t remember where.”
“Imre had it as a tattoo.” The tea had been cold for hours now, but I couldn’t bring myself to warm it up or move. The jaguar felt branded in my mind. I remembered John Smith had the same tattoo. These men were linked in a way I couldn’t fathom. Other than me and Kris, there was nothing about them that was related.
“What does it mean?” I asked, pushing my cup away. It left a nasty taste in my mouth I could no longer ignore.
Wolfe slid the paper back. He laced his fingers together and leaned back, resting his hands on his stomach. He looked completely relaxed despite everything that had happened. My eyes roamed over his wrists before settling on his eyes. There were no more marks; every injury from Donnelly on Enzo was completely healed and it had only been a week.
“I think it is part of some underground movement. I’ve heard of a few of them, but this one is by far the largest. I’ve seen this sketch in many disreputable places. These groups have different agendas, but usually their purpose is freedom from the Federation.”
I shrugged. What did me and these men have in common with an activist movement? I wasn’t ready to tell Wolfe about my suspicions yet, but they were there. Something was happening behind the scenes and it was only a matter of time before I figured out what it was.
“How are you feeling?” Wolfe asked.
I shrugged again and continued to sketch in the details. “I’m fine, considering. Ricky said I should be back to normal in a few weeks.”
I could feel his eyes boring into me. “I’m glad.” He placed his map on the table. “I have reason to believe the map has been misread.”
I sighed and put aside the paper and pencil. “What have you found?” I asked.
“Every search so far comes up with a lake and not a continent.”
“Did you cross reference planets with Norse names?” I asked. I looked at the map again, but it was as unhelpful as ever.
“I did, the closest one should take us a few weeks to get there. I even got some that weren’t on the databases from a friend of mine who’s still in the military.”
“Good, I look forward to finding answers.” My index finger tapped on the map as I thought. We were getting closer. Each step brought me nearer to my twin brother, Kris.
Wolfe got up and walked around the table until he stood behind me again, his hand rested gently on my shoulder. I tensed, but didn’t shake him off. I was slowly trying to get used to him and physical contact. So far I could handle Ricky, but that was about it. I worked on my weakness as much as I could. Wolfe softly squeezed my shoulder and let go. “You should get some sleep,” he said.
I felt him leave when the air shifted and his body heat was gone. Sleep eluded me though, and I hadn’t really slept in days. Going to bed wouldn’t help. I picked up the pencil and started to shade in the jaguar.
“Thank you,” Celeste’s voice was like velvet in the cold room, warm and soothing.
I looked up in surprise as she walked out of the shadows. From the direction, it looked like she’d been in the weapons room.
“For what?” I asked.
“For bringing him back alive.”




 
“Kat, do you think that’s a good idea?” Kris asked as he grabbed the pistol from me. “Maybe you should learn how to use the safety before you start swinging a gun around.”
I made a face at him as my brother flipped the safety on, unloaded the magazine, and checked the bullets. He handed it back to me carefully. “Check everything before you release the safety, and only do that when you’re absolutely sure you’re ready to shoot.”
I was sure. I loaded the gun, flipped the safety off, and pulled back the hammer. I aimed carefully and squeezed. My assessment for wind, kick, and distance did the trick as the center of the target blew away.
“Nice!” Kris’s smile was huge as he squeezed my shoulder. “See how much easier it is when you take everything one step at a time? Now, do it faster.” 
My brother always pushed me and it would pay off, but it made him an obnoxious person in the process. Kristopher Anderson, my brother, best friend, and occasional adversary stood at six-foot-three, all muscle, and a male mirror of me with his almost black-brown hair and tempest grey eyes. He was born a mere two minutes before I was.
At five-foot-eight I was a lot smaller than him, but definitely not short. We had the same almond-shaped eyes, delicate nose and high cheekbones, although my hair was curly and long instead of short and shaggy.
“Tell me Kris, why did you change your mind about guns?” I asked my twin. “You know Grandfather already taught me how to use them. You’ve never liked them before.” I took aim again with my eyes focused and looked through the yellow safety goggles at the target.
“Get up, Kat.”
I turned and looked at my brother, confused. “What?”
His face fell and a deep sorrow filled his eyes. “Katerina you need to get up, now.”
“Katerina!” It wasn’t my brother who screamed in my face this time, but Ricky.
I opened my eyes, and I was on a cold stone floor with shrapnel flying through the air at us. “Where am I?” I asked, completely disoriented as I tried to figure out what was going on.
“You were thrown back by the blast and must have hit your head. Get up now, Katerina. We need to move.”
I let Ricky help me up; there was a gun in my hand, and a rifle strapped to my back. I ran with him and we dodged more explosions and gunfire, he seemed to have a destination. He yanked me behind a wall just as another explosion rocked the foundations, cracked the stone, and showered us with more debris.
Mountains surrounded us and loomed heavily. I was groggy and barely remembered why we were there in the first place though the air was sharp and crisp. I probably suffered a mild concussion when I hit the rock.
Celeste and Wolfe sat on the ground with their backs to the wall and counted the last of their ammunition. I checked what I had left which wasn’t much, but hoped it would be enough. We hadn’t been prepared for this kind of resistance when we arrived on planet.
“Kat, we need a way out. You and Celeste have to create a hole for us,” Wolfe commanded. “And then Ricky and I will run for it and cover you guys as you get out.” He loaded his last clip.
I decided if he was going to cover us he would need more ammunition and handed him another clip. “Go,” I told him. “We’ll be fine.”
Then I remembered why we were on this godforsaken rock. We searched for Asgard for more than one reason; Wolfe’s treasure was supposedly located on the planet per a questionable source and Kris had given me an encrypted crystal that was designed for a very few, very rare crystal readers.
Our last mission to infiltrate the highly secure military base on Enzo had gone so wrong. Wolfe and I almost died, and now we weren’t only running from the police on Earth, but we ran from a crazed Lieutenant who wanted revenge on Wolfe – with me as collateral damage. I still wasn’t too clear on the details of it all since I’d spent the next week on my stomach in the medical ward while I waited for my back to heal from the blast wound.
Celeste and I walked into the line of fire in front of Ricky and Wolfe. We took aim and put the guards down. I told her no kill shots. We would need their help if we wanted to find a way out of this disaster. The way back to our ship was cleared. Ricky and Wolfe ran behind us towards the ship and they shot only to protect us. A sniper I never even saw fell from a cliff-side.
Ricky couldn’t pick up their language through their thoughts. He’d told me once it was almost impossible to assimilate a language without touch. “I can’t understand anything they’re saying!” Ricky shouted. “I can’t get close enough.”
Wolfe looked over his shoulder at Celeste and me as he cautiously headed back to the transport ship which was only a few hundred yards behind us. “We’ll send a transmission from the ship,” he told us. “Someone there has to understand Standard English.”
The last half of Wolfe’s words came over the communicators hanging on our belts. They worked like extremely high-tech walkie-talkies. Wolfe was almost to the transport while Celeste and I brought up the rear.
I was down to my last few rounds. We’d have to run fast when Wolfe gave us the signal.
“Alright, engines are up and the cannon is active.” The thrusters on the transport covered everything in dust and made it hard to see.
I hoped we wouldn’t have to use the cannon. There was something we needed on this planet, something I desperately needed, and I didn’t want anything to get in the way.
“Go!” Celeste yelled.
I slammed my guns in their holsters and ran. A blast landed to my left and I covered my head as rocks rained down on us. Celeste grabbed my arm to steer me in the right direction. She let go and I sprinted. I let my body move as fast as it could without my usual reservations. Even Celeste had a hard time keeping up. We made it up the stairs and inside just as an explosion rocked the transport. I hoped we weren’t going to die.
Celeste and I leapt in and the air left my lungs as my stomach hit the hard, metal floor. Celeste was up before I could blink and hurled the door shut as I tried to catch my breath. Wolfe and Ricky had us airborne in seconds. I could feel as the ship pitched and swayed. I couldn’t tell who drove, but they needed to get control before I hurled.
“Are you two all right?” Wolfe asked.
I knew he worried about the injuries I sustained on Enzo, but the wound was completely healed after a few weeks. “I’m fine,” I said and Celeste nodded. I ignored Wolfe’s outstretched hand. I quickly got to my feet on my own before he could touch me. Skin-to-skin contact still made me uneasy; the memories that flashed across my mind when it happened were never pleasant.
“Strap in!” Ricky yelled. We sat in chairs that were bolted to the ground in front of the consoles. Each console controlled something different: Celeste on weapons, Wolfe piloted, and Ricky on defense. 
I did nothing, though technically I sat at navigations. “Strapped!” I called. Echoes from the rest of my shipmates came soon after.
We headed back to our ship in the planet’s orbit. We could see the Wolfegang through the main window. Navigation wasn’t necessary when you could see where you were flying to.
 “If this transport takes one more hit we won’t make it to the Wolfegang,” Celeste calmly informed us.
“Then take evasive maneuvers,” I told Wolfe. Yes, the ship was straight in front of us, but we couldn’t be sitting ducks either. An explosion to port rocked us, but didn’t make contact.
“The shield is down to twenty percent, we have no other defenses,” Celeste reported.
I unstrapped myself and lurched over to Celeste. I looked at her screen and checked the weapons. “We still have ammunition for the Gatling gun,” I noticed.
She looked at me like I was crazy. “You can kill animals with that, but not these ships,” she said, waving her hands in their general direction.
“I don’t want to hurt them.” I watched as the console alerted us that their weapons were locked on. “Fire at their oncoming missiles and keep them off of us until we get back to the Wolfegang.”
Celeste waved her hand up, and the controls for the Gatling gun appeared. She moved it to the side where the projected line of fire was. Her fingers guided the direction in the hologram, and the gun outside the ship followed her movements. 
I held onto the back of Celeste’s chair as my eyes bounced between the weapons and our trajectory. “Wolfe, fly us in a straight line now,” I told him. “Get us into the Wolfegang as fast as you can, and then get the ship’s defense shield up the second we are onboard.”
“You are going to get us killed.” Celeste stated. She glared at me, but I ignored her. Her aim with the gun was perfect. Each missile exploded well before it reached us.
“The shield on board the ship isn’t strong enough to hold against this kind of attack,” Ricky tried to warn me.
“It is now, trust me for once,” I snapped, exasperated. All three of them stared at me, the outsider again. I could tell that Ricky and Celeste waited for their Captain’s go-ahead. I focused on Wolfe. “Please, we don’t have much time.”
He nodded. “Do it.”
We flew straight towards the Wolfegang. The computer warned us that our coordinates were locked on and missiles were incoming. I prayed that if I failed, it would be exactly like a video game, and we wouldn’t actually be blown to smithereens. Celeste fired at each missile as it came toward us, and each one exploded in space before they reached the transport ship. There’s no sound in space, but the transport shuddered at each percussion wave.
“Remote access the shield in five seconds,” I warned Ricky. “This is going to be close.”
I wanted on that planet and I wanted my answers. I didn’t want to shoot down any ships or let anyone else do so if I was going to get either of those things. We flew into the hangar so fast we skidded to a stop while sparks and smoke filled the cargo bay. The last round from the gun hit the closing door and I saw the shield snap closed around the ship. It was almost a black color instead of the red it used to be.
“Ricky, get on the bridge and try to communicate with them before they hurt themselves,” I said. “I have to check on something.” I ran down the transport pod stairs to the crystal room, but my arm was yanked back by a delicately manicured hand.
“If you have sabotaged this ship in any way, you will not live to see tomorrow,” Celeste snarled.
“Celeste, get to your station,” Wolfe ordered. “You know as well as I, that she was protecting us and not harming the crew or ship.”
She let go of me so fast, I stumbled. I glanced behind me and Wolfe gave me a look I couldn’t discern. Before he could say anything else I ran off to the crystal room. I yanked out a drawer and checked to make sure the crystals held. None of them had cracked from the pressure or the amount of power that ran through them. Satisfied, I went to Command. I knew Ricky needed as much help as I could give him.
When I arrived at the bridge there was an angry man yelling at us on the large viewer in a language I couldn’t decipher, but it sounded familiar. The angry man had long, blond hair that was kind of wild with piercing blue eyes.
“Have you understood anything yet?” I asked Ricky as I sidled up to him.
“No but it sounds like a root language, Latin almost.”
“Is he human?” I leaned forward to get a better look at the stranger.
“Scans show some differences, but the conclusion is, yes. He is human.”
I squinted and saw there was a tattoo on his upper arm I couldn’t make out, and I heard the word ‘wrath,’ quickly followed by ‘thunder,’ and it wasn’t in English.
“Ricky, I don’t know how you do it, but you need to learn Old Norse, or Icelandic, now.” I was about to jump out of my skin I was so excited. We may not be at Asgard, but we were closer. There had to be something down on that planet that would give us a clue.
Ricky downloaded something on the database. The sounds came too fast for me to process, but it looked like Ricky could understand what was said. Then he clicked the transmission over to two-way, and gibberish poured out of his mouth. The man instantly calmed down and actually listened to what Ricky said. When he finished speaking, the blond man responded with something that made Ricky smile.
“The ships are retreating,” Wolfe noted as he watched the space-scape on the split screen.
There was some more gibberish and then a hand gesture. They bowed their heads and the transmission was terminated.
“What happened?” I asked, completely lost.
“An escort will take us back to the planet. We will need to meet with their council for approval on our mission.” Ricky sat down in the nearest chair and looked satisfied with his work.
“Good work, Ricky,” Wolfe said, clapping him on the back. “Where do we meet the escort?”
Ricky shook his head at whatever the Captain was thinking. “No, they are boarding the ship to take us down. We must show them trust and sanctuary by allowing them aboard.”
“No, we will not let those mongrels on this ship,” Celeste stated. She stared Ricky down and dared him to argue with her.
I glanced over and saw Wolfe didn’t look too happy about them coming onboard either. I didn’t care what we had to do to get down there. I was more intrigued and fascinated by what Ricky had just done. The power of language was unbelievable. “How did you do that?” I asked him.
“I watched a translated video with Standard English subtitles, and it was enough vocabulary for me to communicate with the barbarians. I’ll have to gather the rest of the language from the escort when we meet,” he explained, like it was nothing.
Barbarians? That seemed a little harsh, but what did I know about the type of people Ricky was used to? I knew he hung out with us, which I was sure wasn’t much better than a few angry ‘barbarians.’
Ricky being telepathic helped in infinite ways, especially in situations like this one. His race – the Olkchen – was born with telepathy. It was something I still tried to wrap my head around, but I’d gotten used to it over the time I’d spent onboard the ship with him.
“There is an approaching ship. What are your orders, Captain?” Celeste stood straight at attention, once again every bit the perfect weapon.
Celeste and I had our differences, but we always agreed on one thing – the safety of our crew and the ship. As a Sarmation she was naturally built for war, but it was hidden under an inhuman layer of beauty. Our relationship had been rocky from the get-go, but I had my suspicions she was warming up to me.
“Let them dock,” Wolfe ordered. “Please meet them at the door and let them board. Do not take your eyes off of them, and then bring them straight to me.”
Wolfe turned his back on Ricky and me. I couldn’t tell if he was angry at us or not. He should be excited. After flying around for weeks with no idea if we would ever find Asgard, we might finally get some answers. I kneeled next to Ricky’s chair and whispered, “You’ll have to tell me exactly how the language assimilation works sometime. Do you think there is any way I could learn how to do something like that?”
Ricky gave me a strange look. “Possibly,” he said, “but there might be another way you can absorb languages if I can’t help, since you seem to have a knack for them.”
It was one of the few things about my genetic alterations I was actually happy about. I could learn quicker, and more efficiently than I ever thought possible. I read something once, and I had it memorized. It was the same with languages. If I heard the words enough it started to sound familiar, and eventually the meanings were clear.
I heard a lot of stomping and then Celeste walked in with only one man. I would have thought there would be more by how much noise they made. I stood abruptly, suddenly aware of the dust and rubble that covered my clothes and hair. The strands were so wild it would take hours to untangle it.
Ricky stood up much slower than I had and stepped forward to shake the man’s hand. It looked awkward because Ricky held his hand for a full minute – to gather the language I assumed. I took that time to look over this stranger.
He was extremely tall. Not as tall as Celeste, but tall enough to tower over me. His body seemed wider; his shoulders and chest like a barrel, and he harbored a lumberjack’s amount of muscles. The man had shoulder-length blond hair, and he was dressed in leather accented with metal. It looked like armor but I wasn’t sure why he’d be wearing it when his race obviously had the technology for space travel. When my eyes reached his I realized he’d been staring right back at me. It made me uncomfortable; it was like he could see right through me and see everything I kept hidden.
Once Ricky let go of his hand he stumbled and looked dizzy. I went to steady my friend before he fell over. “Are you okay?” I whispered. I felt the blond man’s eyes follow my movements closely.
“Yes, I’m fine now, thank you.” Ricky straightened without my help. He gestured to all of us while he spoke a more refined version of the language than he had earlier.
The language niggled at my brain. It was like I could almost understand what was being said. If I listened hard enough it would all fall together, but so far it only gave me a headache.
Ricky finished and switched to Standard, “Everybody, this is Andvari.”
“Why is he named after a dwarf?” I asked. “He certainly isn’t short.”
“I’m not translating that,” Ricky told me, his voice stern.
“Then maybe you should ask him why his name means treasure guardian,” I countered. The hours upon hours I’d spent studying for this mission paid off.
Andvari narrowed his eyes at me as Wolfe stared in hope. Wolfe needed to read more if he wanted to be a better treasure hunter. You couldn’t seek treasure if you knew nothing about it.
I remembered reading the story; in Norse mythology the dwarf and treasure guardian created a magic ring and became master of all the gold in the universe. If Andvari’s given name held any significance to the legend, he might be able to help us find what we searched for.
Andvari watched me like a hawk and it made me fidget. “Are you sure he doesn’t understand Standard?” I muttered.
Ricky was in the middle of asking him my previous question. Andvari’s face darkened further and he glared at me. He moved his arms around the air in angry gestures as he spoke.
Ricky translated, “He will take us to the council, but he said not to ask any more questions of him until we speak to the council members.”
I nodded, but didn’t break eye contact with Andvari. Breaking eye contact with a predator was unwise.
“Everybody has five minutes to get what they need and meet at the docking bay,” Ricky informed us.
I ran off to my room, boots clomping as I went. I desperately wanted a shower before we left the ship to meet some hoity-toity councilmen. When I got to my room I turned on the water straight away. I rinsed quickly and then put some leave-in conditioner in my hair so it didn’t dry all out of control. It was a weird crème that Ricky had snagged for me on some planet we’d stopped at while I was still immobilized in the infirmary. I put on some clean clothes and packed a small bag. I wasn’t sure what would happen, but I was as prepared as I was going to be. I hesitated, and then quickly slid a knife into my boot and one in my waistband just to be safe.
I locked the door behind me and went down the metal stairs to the cargo bay. The airlock for docking ships was open at the moment, and it was the first time I’d seen it that way. My crew was already there, and waited with Andvari.
We loaded into their ship and headed back down to their planet, Reidgotaland. Which, if I remembered correctly, meant ‘the Land of the Goths,’ or ‘beautiful.’ Honestly, the little bit I’d seen earlier that wasn’t being blown to bits around us was most definitely beautiful. There were so many trees and mountains with an endless expanse of water. It was a lot like the Earth I remembered. Not dead and barren, covered with industrial buildings; the Earth I’d woken up to.
My eyes fell on Wolfe as we flew through the atmosphere. The ship rocked and shuddered with the force. Wolfe stared out the window and didn’t notice my gaze as far as I could tell. He was healthy again and strong. The stress of the last few months seemed to wash away as we came closer and closer to finding somewhere that may have the answers we looked for.
It had taken us almost three weeks to reach the planet Reidgotaland. About a week after we left Enzo, while I was still in the infirmary, Wolfe had gotten a tip from one of his military buddies. The tip came from a man who’d taken an interest in the Viking stories their professor had told them. He’d sent Wolfe a list of Federation and non-Federation planets that had a Norse-based name. Wolfe had decided to start with the first planet and work our way down. He figured we would find something eventually. So we took a transport job that took us in the same general area of Reidgotaland.
After the second week I was done lying around and worked on rehabilitating my ability to do normal things. Like walk around, get my own food, and sleep in my own bed; the little things in life. After a few days of unbelievable pain, I could train again. Celeste still worked with me, but she was gentler than before. Well, for her.
Wolfe’s dark skin practically glowed in the light of the sun until it was almost golden. It wasn’t black like Kevin’s, but lighter. He looked Egyptian sometimes with the way his eyes tilted and his cheekbones stood out, but he had also the strong African-American jaw and bright, green eyes. Those eyes found mine and he smiled.
I smiled back; we were doing better and our friendship was growing. Everything I’d yelled at him for during our fight seemed to be forgiven, and if it wasn’t, then saving his life erased any other concerns.
Wolfe had been too busy to work on the crystals with me during the last few weeks, but I used his notes and the manual to work on them myself. There was only one explosion and it was minor, despite the amount of flack I got for it. Nobody would have noticed if the alarms weren’t so damned sensitive. I glowered as I remembered the chaos those alarms had caused.
That’s how I got the idea to work on the defense shield. I didn’t think I was ready to work on our weapons system as they were too volatile. Plus, if I messed anything up, Celeste would have my head. She was particular about her weapons, and we were finally on somewhat okay terms. She didn’t threaten me daily, and I didn’t make smart ass remarks, although they were occasionally snarky. It was a very tenuous agreement.
The defense shield we had in place wasn’t the best for what we needed. Especially since we didn’t know who would come for us next; Donnelly or the Federation’s Police. I felt it would be practical to beef up the power. The defense shield was a rudimentary system set up with a standard electrical program. Unfortunately we simply didn’t have the power from the ship to support an upgrade. I wasn’t sure why Wolfe hadn’t tried it before, but I decided to make an attempt at his hybrid system. It wasn’t nearly as complicated as the hyperdrive, thank god. 
Following Wolfe’s notes, I’d taken the darkest crystals I could find. I practiced on red before I inscribed the black. The black crystals were far too powerful. If I had inscribed those incorrectly no one would have survived a mistake with them. The small explosion happened when I’d been inscribing the codes on the red crystals, and everything went great until I tried to connect it to the defense system. There was a sharp smell like pennies and then burning heat. All it did was burn my skin, but it set off the alarms and everyone came running. Celeste put out the fire with an extinguisher and made sure I was in the line of fire.
Cleaning that mess up wasn’t something I ever wanted to do again. When I’d finally figured out the correct way to do it, I’d realized I needed a program to tell the power where to reroute to. I inscribed a clear crystal with the command that channeled the power through a few red crystals, and then lastly a black crystal. No mistakes that time. The power went back into the original defense system, giving the defense system the juice it needed and then some. It was my first successful project. By my simple calculations, the shield would hold up to pretty much any attack. Up to, and including, a nuclear bomb. I didn’t want to test that theory though.
I glanced out the window with a grin. I was finally starting to get the hang of things.
The small ship dipped swiftly under the cloud cover and as we drew closer and details came into focus. Buildings were built into the mountains that bordered the ocean, and trailed down into the flatlands. They were all made from the same beautiful, cream-colored stone with actual architecture, carvings and glass instead of the monotone buildings I’d seen thus far in the rest of the galaxy. Viking ships docked at port clad in hard, impermeable metal and decorated with cannons.
I leaned as close to the window as I could manage to get a better look. The seat-belts pushed uncomfortably against my chest. Celeste was strapped in next to me and looked annoyed at my invasion of her space; even though I was sure she was as interested as I was. We flew low into the city and I could see the stone pillars and the shiny marble. The features of the people below became more and more visible. The overall effect was exquisite.
I wanted to ask Andvari a million questions, but I was pretty sure he was still mad at me for my earlier questions. I was almost sure he wouldn’t be able to understand anything I said and it would have been pointless to ask him. We landed on an airstrip with a thud. Everyone unbuckled and gathered their things. Andvari said something and Ricky nodded. I hated when I didn’t understand what was going on.
“We are going to walk the short distance to the castle where we will meet with the council. Once we are there, we are required to change into dress clothes suited to a hearing,” Ricky explained.
I followed everyone down the metal plank and my feet hit grass. I wanted to cry. The air was fresh and smelled like growing things. It didn’t have that ozone, air-purifier taste. I stopped and looked up; the mountains hung over the city, looming and mysterious. The ice caps lent a cold beauty that contrasted with the gleaming buildings, which were more like castles or temples in the way they were built. I couldn’t believe we were headed to a castle, although that’s exactly what the biggest building looked like. The future never ceased to confuse me with all its dichotomies.
“Kat, keep up. We need to get this sorted out,” Wolfe called back. 
I pulled my gaze down from the sky. The group was ahead of me. I ran to catch up and caught Andvari staring at me again.
“Can I help you?” I asked, more than a little annoyed.
Obviously he didn’t understand me, but I’m sure the tone came across loud and clear. He turned away and led us through the maze of streets.
The cobbled street we were on led up to a building that looked straight out of Ancient Greece, but it was round instead of square. Marble steps led up to the pillars and we walked through the first set. The ceiling was painted but there were no walls, which allowed a gorgeous view of the mountains to the east, and the ocean to the west. The marble gleamed; a pearl white with strands of glittering black. The front doors were hard to miss. They were at least as tall as three or four men and six across, with sculpted gold handles.
The two guards at the door were dressed in what looked like gold plated armor, and the staves they held were tipped with a very sharp, gold-dipped blade. As we walked forward, Andvari came to the front of the group and when the guards saw him they opened the doors. As I watched him walk forward in front of me, I couldn’t help but notice how his hair was kind of beautiful in the light, shining like the gold on the armor the guards wore.
We stepped through and everything was bright, lit by the sun. The windows were on either side of the hall from floor to ceiling and placed every five feet. The way they arched made the light gently hit the marble floors, and they glowed.
Andvari gestured Celeste and I to the left, and then Ricky and Wolfe to the right. There was a person dressed in robes at each door. The woman at our door ushered us in without a word. She was about as tall as I was and had gorgeous blonde hair put up in a complicated braid with ringlets that fell around her face and against her neck. She could have been related to Andvari with her skin white as milk and eyes a bright, sky blue. Jewels glittered in her ears, on her neck, wrists, and ankles.
I watched her as she took Celeste by the hand and brought her over to a wardrobe. I sat down on a luxurious couch to watch the proceedings and looked around while I waited for whatever came next.
The ceiling in the room was high and arched, the walls painted, and the wood was carved along the door frame, the corners of the walls, and up into the rafters. The floor was covered with thick, soft rugs. It was like a ladies’ old-fashioned, powder room with fainting couches, vanities, and beautiful ornate mirrors that reflected the glow from the low-lit lamps.
Fabric was put into my hands. I looked up at the blonde woman and she motioned for me to stand up and change. I stepped out of my clothes and tried to figure out how to put on whatever she’d handed me. The woman tsked and took the material from my hands. She had it on me in seconds, pinning and folding pieces here and there.
When she finished, she led me to a chair that sat in front of a vanity. Celeste sat at the one next to me. We shared a look; neither of us prepared for an extreme makeover. Our helper took out Celeste’s hair, did an up-do that was quick and easy yet still extravagant. Then she put some makeup on Celeste’s face. Celeste squirmed and I realized I’d never seen her wear makeup before.
The woman gestured to the jewelry, silently telling Celeste to put it on. When she was done my mouth opened in shock. Celeste was always beautiful, but now she looked like an alien goddess with her blonde hair braided and cascading down her back. The purple makeup accented her markings perfectly. Jewels glittered at Celeste’s throat, wrists and ankles. Her ears weren’t pierced so no earrings dangled from them.
Then our blonde helper turned to me, picked up a few locks of my dark brown hair, and looked unsure. I closed my eyes, and knew she had no idea what to do with me. She pulled on my hair, and something clipped into my curls. I felt brush strokes on my scalp and the heavy weight of metal being put into my ears. The weight descended on my neck, my wrists, and then my ankles.
“Look,” she whispered in Standard. Her voice had a thick, musical accent.
I opened my eyes and she had me stand, surprised the woman could speak some Standard. I was just as shocked at my appearance as I had been when I’d seen Celeste. My hair was in the same style as Celeste’s, but the pin in my hair was a silver dragon. There were diamonds and amethysts in the jewelry, and she used black and grey makeup to accent all the dark colors in my eyes. The dress I had on had a slit in the leg, and it hugged my hips.
I tugged on a curl as I stared at myself in the mirror, and didn’t even recognize the girl who looked back at me.




 
The woman opened the door for us. Both Celeste and I were as barefoot as the woman who led the way. It must’ve been a cultural custom and I thoroughly enjoyed the feel of the carpet and cool marble as we stepped back into the sunlit hallway.
Ricky and Wolfe stood at the end of the hall, waiting for us. They wore some sort of dress armor made out of light leather that was quite formfitting. The armor was carved with Nordic symbols and held together with pieces of gold which reflected the sun and glowed. The outfits automatically transformed them into warriors and it was a good look for them. My eyes lingered in appreciation.
“Ladies, you look lovely,” Ricky said and smiled, showing off his sharp teeth. “They will now take us to see the council.” He offered me his arm.
I grinned and took it. We might as well have some fun while we played dress-up. Wolfe escorted Celeste and we followed Andvari down the hall, turned a small corner and saw two more guards posted in front of another massive set of doors. They weren’t as big as the front doors we originally came through, but they were still grand and ornate, carved with gold-leaf accents. The guards swung the doors open for us, and we stepped through. My fingers tightened on Ricky’s arm as I took a deep breath to ready myself for whatever came next.
My eyes took in the room, darting around while I slowly let out my breath in appreciation. The council room was a large, half circle with a raised dais in the center. The table sitting on top of the dais was the same shape as the room, and made out of carved wood. My eyes caught on a detail I recognized – the mythical wolf Fenrir – and my curiosity piqued.
The wall behind the council members was made out of glass and held together with delicate metalwork, scrolling and caressing the sky outside while it let the sun through, and the light warmed the gold in the marble. The room seemed brighter with the way the sun reflected off the gold-leaf, and I could almost feel the heat on my skin. It was beautiful, and I almost forgot why we were in there.
One of the six council members stood. He was older, probably in his fifties, but he carried his age well. He spoke slowly and gestured with his arms. Yet again that familiarity tugged at me, it was like picking a lock; it desperately wanted to click into place but without the right flick of the wrist it never would.
Ricky nodded in response to the council member and then smiled. He made sure the old man could see just how sharp his teeth really were. It was only a breath of a second, but everyone noticed the intense pause. Then Ricky turned and translated for us. “They want to know how we found their planet,” he said. “Also, they ask what we are doing here. It seems they have worked hard to keep under the radar of the Galactic Federation of Worlds.”
No Federation; we may actually be safe on this planet. A knot in my chest loosened and for the first time since I’d woken up, I could almost relax.
Wolfe stepped forward to speak and I watched him closely, keeping my eyes down so it wasn’t obvious. “I am Captain Chase Wolfe,” he said loud and clear. “We found this place with an ancient map and her help as a scholar.” Wolfe gestured towards me with his hand, and as Ricky translated what he said, all eyes turned to me. Wolfe was tense, but he knew what he was doing. Our Captain had experience with politics. The thought intrigued me.
Their attention descended on me like a weight and I swallowed nervously. It was actually pure chance we found their planet. We chose to check here first since it was at the beginning of the list, but I supposed the Council wouldn’t like the information that their planet could be accessed. I was sure Wolfe’s friend hadn’t gotten the information through military channels. I was almost certain they had nothing to worry about.
I bent my head forward and looked at the floor to avoid their inquisitive eyes. I felt awkward, but I tried not to look it so I went for modest instead. I didn’t think anyone bought the act.
Scholar… I felt flattered to be thought of as such. That Wolfe would choose the word ‘scholar’. Wolfe spoke again, and I snapped out of my thoughts to listen.
“As to the reason why we are here,” he continued. “We have two. We are looking for a crystal reader.” Wolfe crossed the space between us and offered me his hand. I was unsure, but I didn’t want them to see me question him, so I placed my hand in his. Wolfe led me closer to the table where the council members sat, and then lifted the crystal off of my neck and out of its hiding place under the fabric. “And then to find a necklace.”
The room was eerily quiet after he finished.
“Bring her here,” the old man said in accented English.
I glared at the guards who came for me. I could walk by myself. I didn’t want them to touch me. Wolfe squeezed my hand in reassurance and we shared a look. He nodded, and I knew he would make sure I was safe. I slowly walked closer to the half-moon dais, taking careful steps. I kept my eyes down and my ears open.
The man who spoke was at the center of the table. From what I could gather so far, this culture was old, based on etiquette that was long gone. I stopped a few feet away, and raised my gaze to meet his. I kept my eyes locked on his before sweeping a curtsy, deep and elegant enough to make my grandmother proud. The old man’s face was steady, but there was a flicker, as if he were caught off guard. My Russian grandmother was a stickler for old-world etiquette and I finally had a chance to put it to good use.
“I am Arik,” the old man in front of me said. “Your name, child?” His accent was thick, and rougher than the woman who’d helped us.
“Katerina Marie Anderson,” I replied as I held the curtsy.
“You may rise.” He looked like he was trying to understand me, but he seemed more wary than anything. “For an Earthling, you have impeccable manners. Aside from scaring my guards, that is.”
I wasn’t sure if anyone else was surprised he could speak Standard English. His accent faded. It momentarily shocked me. “I was taught well,” I replied and rose to stand up straight. I clasped my hands in front of me.
“So I see, and you are a scholar?” Arik asked.
I didn’t know how to answer without lying, and I didn’t know how well this Arik could read a bluff. “In a manner of speaking,” I said.
Arik smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. He was still suspicious of us. “Here on Reidgotaland scholars are respected, and considered one of our nobility. You are in good company.” He waved his hand at the tense guards and they took a step back and away from me. “Tell me, how did you manage to translate the map?” He rested his fingers together and made a tent with them. He pressed them into his mouth as he studied me.
Wolfe handed the map to a guard, who then brought it forward so the councilmen could see it in detail. Carefully Arik laid it out and let his weathered hands trace the markings. I looked at my own hands. This man was probably only fifty, still hundreds of years younger than I was, but my skin was still flawless.
“Lady Katerina, please show me.”
Arik’s voice broke into my thoughts and I stepped forward. The table was too tall for me to show him from my side, so I walked around. The guards bristled but Arik gave them a nod and I was allowed forward.
“Here,” I pointed at some kanji. “Is Japanese, the most recently dated language that I attempted to translate.” My fingers traced the other languages. “These are all clues from different sets of hands. English, Russian, a few I don’t know, and then the ink gets older and the languages harder to recognize, but none of them have found where this is.” I indicated the goddess’ statue. “The one word here,” I pointed at the rune underneath the crude drawing. “It does not stand for ’Freyja’, which is what the statue is of. It stands for her necklace.”
“Brisingamen,” Arik said, translating the rune out loud.
“Yes, that is what my Captain and I seek.” I handed him the crystal necklace.
Arik studied it and then handed it back. “What is this?” he asked.
The sun caught the inscriptions and they seemed to shine brighter, clear in my eyes but the marks still held only questions. “It’s a message from my twin brother, encoded and only readable by a certain device,” I explained. “He told me it was on Asgard.”
I watched Arik as what I said sunk in. His facial expression didn’t change, but he looked at me in a way I didn’t enjoy; like a bug in a specimen jar. “And that is how you found us?”
I nodded. “Yes, sir. Reidgotaland is an Old Norse word, and I thought it may hold clues of its ancestry.”
Arik handed me the necklace, and I carefully put it around my neck – back where it belonged – and then tucked it into my dress. I could tell from the way he eyed us, the councilman was still cautious and guarded. I took the map, rolled it carefully, and descended the stairs to my shipmates.
Arik remained standing and looked pensive. The silence in the room was thick and charged. I waited nervously for what he would say next. He turned to Wolfe. “What do you plan on doing with the necklace if you find it?” he asked. His words were calm, but his jaw was locked and his eyes narrowed as he waited for the captain’s reply.
Immediately I tensed. This was a subject the captain and I had fought over, things were said that I couldn’t take back, and Wolfe had lost his temper. It wasn’t something I liked to remember. I tried not to fidget as I flicked my eyes to Wolfe. The captain didn’t appear to be ruffled in the slightest; it was like he’d expected that question.
Wolfe cleared his throat before he answered. “That subject is still up for debate.”
Arik paused and his gaze flicked to me for a brief second. I kept my face expressionless. Now was not the time for our crew to appear divided. We needed to be seen as strong and united.
“You are mercenaries of a sort?”
“Yes, sir, of a sort,” Wolfe replied.
There was another long pause, and it seemed everyone in the room held their breath as they waited for Arik to speak. I knew I was. This was where we would be welcomed or told to leave.
“If you find this necklace, we would purchase it from you,” Arik stated matter-of-factly.
The councilman appeared calm and collected, but I knew this was a test. I smiled; if anyone had to purchase the necklace, I wanted it to go to its descendants. It was something I could live with and feel good about, rather than sell it to the highest bidder.
Ricky took my hand and gave it a quick squeeze. He liked the idea as well. I chanced a quick glance at Wolfe who nodded.
“If we are allowed to stay and carry out our mission, we would be happy to sell it to you, sir, if we are successful.” Wolfe stood tall and straight; there was no weakness to be seen.
Our captain was good at politics when he needed to be.
Arik waved Andvari over and they held a quick, whispered conference in their language before Arik turned back to us. He pointed at me and my stomach tightened with nerves. “Will you swear these individuals are trustworthy?” Arik asked, indicating my crewmates. I avoided eye contact with the councilman while I thought.
I trusted Ricky and I trusted Celeste about as far as I could throw her, but I trusted Wolfe to keep her under control. How much did I actually trust Wolfe? Some days I did and some days I didn’t. I studied Wolfe from under my lashes – he stood patiently waiting. My mind went back to the military base on Enzo. I went back for him. It was a trade; a life for a life. Then he saved me again, got me off that rock, and made sure I lived. It was a game of tag I didn’t want to play. I trusted him to keep me alive, and I trusted him to do whatever he needed to do to find the answer to the map.
“Explicitly, sir,” I said. In all things that mattered and were relevant – my personal feelings were not among them.
“Katerina will lead the mission as she is a scholar,” Arik said as his voice boomed across the room. “We can talk about the specifics at a later date. For now, you are welcome to stay. Alva will show you to your rooms, I expect you to have dinner with us in a few hours, and she will help you with anything you may need. You are dismissed.” He waved his hand, done with all of us.
“Thank you, Arik,” I said with another curtsy.
Ricky and Wolfe followed my lead and bowed; Celeste didn’t move.
Alva appeared at my side and indicated we should follow.
“Captain, here is your map,” I said as I held it out.
Wolfe looked at me closely before he accepted it. He looked like he wanted to say something, but we were led out of the council room and into the hall. “Come to my room in a few minutes,” I said. “We can talk then.”
Wolfe nodded and whispered something to Celeste. Then Andvari was there taking the men to their rooms and Alva took us back to ours. I was still nervous and felt like our situation was precarious at best. Any wrong move by any one of us and we would be banned, I was sure of it.
We went up the two flights of spiral stairs. The gold filigree on the railing glinted in the setting sun and urged me to trace my fingers over the designs as I followed. I could be over-thinking the whole thing, and everything would be fine, but Arik claiming me the leader of the mission was never part of our plan. Would that cause complications?
When we hit our landing and the marble floor became black with shots of gold running through it. The first door on the left was a set of rooms for Celeste. Her things were already in there as well as a formal welcome letter. Alva left her to her own devices while she beckoned me further down the hall.
There were floor-to-ceiling windows on either side with curtains that fluttered in the breeze. On the left were the mountains and on the right was the ocean, along with the door to my room. The heavy door swung open and I swear I’d never seen anything so beautiful. The bags and clothes I’d brought were already on my gigantic, four-poster, canopy bed. There was an opening in the wall next to the bed that led to a balcony. It looked out over the sea and the sun set over the ocean. I wasn’t interested in exploring anymore and I went straight to the railing on the balcony and smelled the salty, sweet water.
I tried not to get emotional. It was a hard task, because part of it reminded me of home. Another part of it was the simple relief of being off the ship and being able to see something different.
Alva said my name, getting my attention to show me the wardrobe full of clothes. She’d laid out the dress she’d chosen for me to wear on the bed. I thanked her and she smiled before she left the rooms.
I looked back over the ocean. The ships and the birds, all of it were achingly reminiscent. I watched the sun sink quickly below the horizon and shoot rays of purple, pink, and orange across the waters, the light glinting and rippling over the waves. The ocean wind tugged at my hair and teased it out of captivity. I breathed in deeply tasting the air, almost cold now that the sun dipped low on the horizon.
It was autumn on this planet, and if the snow on the mountains was any indication, winter was right around the corner. I wanted to know how these people had gotten here and what their connections to Earth were, how our mythology matched something they still believed in while light-years away from each other. A shiver snapped me out of it. With the sun gone, the temperature dropped. I didn’t want to leave the balcony, but it was colder than I liked.
I turned and ran right into someone’s chest. My hand went to my heart and I felt it racing. I hadn’t heard anyone come in and the thought scared me. I looked up and my eyes met Wolfe’s green ones.
“That went better than expected,” he stated with a grin.
I laughed, because I had no idea what to say. It was true; with the variety of personalities we had among our crew things could have easily gone south. “Are the others coming?” I asked.
“They’re on their way.” Wolfe looked around my rooms. “They didn’t spare any expense, did they?”
I headed to the room with the couches, set up like a parlor. “It doesn’t seem like it. We were exceptionally lucky.” I sat down on one of the plush couches and arranged my dress so I could tuck my legs up. “So why did you call me a scholar?” I asked.
Wolfe sat down on an armchair across from me. His fingers rubbed the fabric in appreciation. “Because that’s essentially what you are. The rest of us don’t hold a candle to what you know about this culture.”
I shrugged. “Ricky might.”
Wolfe met my eyes. “If he did, he would have said something.”
I wasn’t so sure he would, but I kept the thought to myself. I saw Wolfe still wore the dress armor they’d given him. “That suits you,” I said, indicating the outfit.
He grinned and instantly looked younger. “I could say the same about you.”
I scoffed. “I’m not normally one for dresses,” I stated. “Only on special occasions.”
His gaze traveled over me and I shifted uncomfortably. “Wouldn’t you say this is a special occasion?” he asked. “We are one step closer to finding your brother.”
I looked away, not sure how to react. We were closer, but it still felt impossible. Before I could say as much, Ricky stepped into the room with Celeste. Ricky looked comfortable in his leathers and sat down, arranging them properly as if he’d done it a million times before. “Well,” Ricky said. “That was interesting.”
Celeste deigned not to say anything, and instead sat on the couch nearest Wolfe. Her silence intrigued me; she always had something to say. I wondered what was keeping her quiet.
“Do you actually plan to sell the necklace to Arik?” I asked.
Wolfe shot me a look. “I don’t know. I don’t like not knowing what I’m up against.”
I bristled. “What do you think they’re going to do with it?” I asked. “They want to stay off the Federation’s radar. The necklace could be a way to do that.”
Wolfe frowned and crossed his arms. “You still think the necklace is some sort of protective talisman that actually works?”
I crossed my own arms and scowled. “It could be, but we can’t know for sure. If nothing else, it belongs with its people.”
Celeste finally spoke up, her voice quiet and reserved. It seemed out of character for her. “I agree with Katerina. If we find it we should give it to them.”
Silence followed her statement while we stared in shock. She actually agreed with me. I couldn’t believe it.
Wolfe gave her a long look and it was almost like they were having a conversation the rest of us couldn’t hear. “If you think that’s best, I’ll agree, Celeste. You’ve never steered me wrong, which is why you’re first mate.”
I looked out the window at the sea and sky, not sure how to feel. Was Celeste turning into someone I might be able to count on one day? Did something happen that I wasn’t aware of and our relationship had suddenly changed? I couldn’t figure it out and it made me cagey. “I think the better question is, why me?” I asked. “Why did Arik specifically state I should lead the mission?” I turned back to look at each of them. I knew this could be something that fractured us, and if nothing else it was something that could create a bigger chasm between Wolfe and me. It wasn’t something I’d planned and I didn’t want him to think I was trying to take his place.
“Arik already said scholars are revered here,” Ricky said with a dismissive shrug, like it was obvious. “Wolfe may be the Captain and the leader of our crew, but Arik trusts you as a scholar to lead the mission. He thinks you have the best chance of finding Brisingamen.”
Celeste patted Wolfe on the shoulder in a rare show of friendship between the two. “Wolfe knows you are better equipped to lead this job. It does not mean he cannot pull rank if he sees the need. That is the only thing we need to be clear on,” she said and gave me a nod. “If the captain feels we are in danger or we should abandon the mission, we listen to him and so do you.”
I felt like I’d stepped into an alternate universe. Celeste thought I should lead the mission when I myself thought it wasn’t the best idea. Not only that, she’d spoken more words in one sentence than I’d heard her say, ever. I was pretty sure my mouth hung open in astonishment. I chanced a look at Wolfe and he stared at her like she’d grown two heads. At least I wasn’t the only one.
I wanted to question her, to ask about ulterior motives and to see if I’d missed something. I wanted to understand what was going on. I tugged at my hair as she and I stared at each other. Celeste didn’t blink and she didn’t look like she was hiding anything. She simply stated facts. “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll agree to lead the mission if it’s all right with the captain. I’m not comfortable stepping on your toes, sir.”
He rolled his eyes at me and I almost laughed. It was incredibly amusing when he did it. “As long as we complete the mission with our lives intact, I’m satisfied. It’s all these other variables that make me worry,” Wolfe said and plucked at his armor. “The less I have to make nice with the council, the better.”
“You have the skill and experience,” Celeste said. “You would do fine.” She waved her hand at him like he was ridiculous and stood. “As per our servant’s request, I must change, again.” She left my rooms without another look back.
Celeste must be in a good mood today; I couldn’t explain her behavior any other way as I couldn’t even begin to fathom her reasons.
Wolfe stood and held out his hand to help me up. I almost didn’t take it, but thought better of it. I couldn’t avoid him anymore and I didn’t want him to misunderstand my intentions with our work. So I took it and he smiled. Then he left me alone with Ricky.
The two of us looked at each other without saying or thinking anything. The meeting with our crew was still on both of our minds. I knew he thought Celeste was acting as strange as I did.
“Are these people telling the truth?” I asked. Ricky and his telepathy were invaluable and I doubted anyone on this planet knew he could read minds.
They have no thoughts of harming us. They seemed far more concerned with their own safety and worried we might give away their location to the Federation. His thoughts flowed through my mind and I heard them as if they were my own. I knew they were his by the masculine flavor his mind had. His presence always reminded me of oranges for some reason, like a citrusy tang.
We could tell them why we wouldn’t give them up to the Federation, but I’m not sure that’s the best idea, I thought as I crossed the room to the balcony outside. I don’t think they’d want a bunch of thieves and fugitives on their precious planet.
Ricky appeared by my side. There’s a lot we don’t know about them, and I think it would be wise to be cautious. I’ll make sure to do what I can to keep the crew in line, but I need you to promise you won’t let the idea of your brother cloud your judgment.
I could feel the weight of his eyes on me and didn’t know if I could keep that promise.
The voices you keep hearing are only going to get worse unless you do something about it.
I jerked away from him. “How do you even know about that?” I demanded. “I’ve been blocking you for weeks.” I felt betrayed even when I knew he only looked out for me.
“It’s been in your dreams,” Ricky said. His eyes were sad. “I can’t help you if you don’t let me.”
I leaned my arms on the tall railing of the balcony and rested my chin on my forearms. “I don’t even know what to do about it. I’ve never been good at that kind of thing.”
Stop fighting what you are. You’re pushing back your new abilities. It makes you deaf, dumb, and blind compared to what you are capable of. When you accept what, and who you are, you’ll be able to accept what you’ve lost and what you’ve done. Ricky pulled me away from the railing and made me face him. It won’t be easy, but I’m here to help. Don’t forget that. He took my face between his hands and kissed my forehead chastely.
The wind made the curtains flutter behind me. I didn’t even hear the door open or close. It was like Ricky had never been there; never stood with me on the balcony overlooking the crystal blue of the ocean. I knew what he said was true, but I wasn’t sure how to come to terms with everything that had changed, including me.




 
It was pitch black when I went back in my rooms to get ready for the dinner we were required to attend. It looked like we would remain on Reidgotaland and staying in their good graces was probably the best way not to wear out our welcome.
I turned and my skin prickled. Someone was in my rooms and they were trying not to be seen or heard. I could feel it; something else I was getting used to. I held still as I peered into the shadows of the room. Andvari stepped out into the fading light and his steel blue eyes fastened on mine. Oddly, the fierceness only added to his beauty. Before I could react to his presence I felt deadly, cold metal on my neck.
“Who are you?” he asked, his deep, thundering voice resonated in my bones.
I tilted my head to the side and studied him. “Do you think I’m a threat, Andvari?” I asked as I tried to stay calm. “Do you think I’m a liar?” Every time I spoke I felt the whisper of the knife’s edge on my throat. “I knew you could understand me,” I whispered.
Blood tickled my neck and left a small trail down the front of my dress.
“Are you not afraid?” He asked.
“Are you afraid?” I countered.
There was a look of confusion before I had him on his back with one of Wolfe’s throws.
“Who are you?” He asked again as he looked up at me from the floor, lying on the flat of his back. This time though, his question was less threatening and more curious.
I took his knife from him before I helped him up. “My name is Katerina, as you already know.”
He grabbed my arms hard and before he could blink I had the knife to his throat. “I don’t like to be touched,” I warned him.
You have such beautiful skin; it really is such a waste to damage it.
I flinched at the words in my head, echoes of the time I’d spent in prison, and pressed harder on the knife. Andvari let go of me, his hands up in surrender. “Sit there.” I pointed to a nearby chair and he sat. “Tell me why you’re in my rooms and why you thought you needed a knife to do it.”
His eyes never strayed from me, his target. “I don’t know how or why you know what you do, but as you said, I am a guardian; the guardian of my people, our ways, and our home. I will protect them even from one such as you.”
My hand tightened around the hilt of his knife. “Trust me,” I said. “This place is a treasure to me for reasons you’ll never understand.” I paused. I didn’t think anyone could truly understand. Their planet was alien to me, but far more familiar than the places I’d been thus far. Everything else was covered in metal and fear. “I’ll protect this planet just as fiercely as you,” I told him. His planet was a promise, a hope that one day I might have a home again.
Andvari didn’t move, but his eyes remained suspicious. I was something he didn’t understand, so he feared the threat I might pose. I lowered the knife from his neck after deciding the chances that he would move were slim.
“My King does not award the title of scholar lightly,” Andvari said quietly as he appraised me. “There is something about you he deems honorable; something to treasure.”
I took a step back. “Oh, no you don’t, Andvari. I am a normal person, not some helpless noble.”
He stood and came towards me. “You are someone of interest to my king; he told me to watch over you and I will. I will make sure you will not harm us and no harm comes to you if you are not a threat to our survival.”
I pushed him away. “You are not going to watch over me, guardian. I can take care of myself.”
He crossed his arms over his chest and smirked at me. “You can talk to Arik about that.”
I glared at him.
Andvari didn’t say anything and he turned to leave. He glanced over his shoulder to give me one last look. “I am here to find out what exactly you are.”
Chills ran down my spine at the implication of his words. He couldn’t have any idea the effect they had on me, the blinding fear they inspired, but it terrified me. That fear fueled my anger. I glared at him. “Get out; I don’t want to see you in here again without an invitation.”
Andvari nodded. Then he was gone; disappearing just as silently as he’d appeared. I turned to look out the window. The sun was completely gone and it was as dark as space over the ocean. The stars shone weakly against the water. The planet had three moons from what I saw from the Wolfegang, but there was no moonlight. I glanced up and saw three new moons in the sky; a new month.
I closed the balcony doors against the cold wind and went to the four-poster bed where the dress still lay. It looked innocent even when I knew it wasn’t. Asking me to wear something that restricted movement was a subtle way of lessening whatever threat I could pose.
I looked down at the small trail of blood from my neck and wiped it away, annoyed.
There was a knock on the door. “Who is it?” I asked.
“Alva,” her reply was soft and nearly inaudible, even to me.
I crossed the room and opened the door. She stood there, demure as ever.
“I’ve come to help you dress,” she said.
It felt like my room was a revolving door everyone felt like they could walk right through. I didn’t want to take my anger out on her, but I was having a hard time tempering it. “Since when does everyone on this planet understand Standard English?” I demanded.
She stepped around me with a polite smile. “Since we have heard you speak the language.”
I paused in contemplation. That was something I would have to ask Ricky about. I didn’t have the time to ask Alva herself and I doubted I would get a straight answer. The girl was unintentionally cryptic. I was quickly running out of time, the dinner would start soon, and showing up late wouldn’t be a good start to our partnership.
I stood still in front of the mirror as she unclipped the dress I wore in four different places before I could step out of it. “The dress you picked is far too fancy,” I told her. “I don’t know if I should wear it for dinner.”
“This dress is not as fancy as you think, Lady. Wait until Loki’s Ball; you will have a dress made for you.” Her English was slightly stuttered, but suddenly she was not nearly as mute. The change was astounding.
Alva held up the emerald green dress which felt like it was made of the softest, silkiest satin. I stepped into it and the dress covered my arms to my wrists as if it were made to be my second skin. From the shoulders it dipped, so low cut I felt naked despite all of the material. It crossed to support me, tight in the waist and then flared over my hips to swirl at my feet. The back was just as daring; cut into a ‘V’ down to my lower back.
It made me incredibly uncomfortable. Even my prom dress hadn’t even been so fancy. The memory ached, but it didn’t hurt as sharply as remembering my past used to. “I don’t think I should wear this,” I said as I fidgeted and pulled at the material. It was tight enough my breathing was restricted. The dress would bring unwanted attention. “It’s too revealing. I don’t know if I can even move in it.”
Alva smiled as she buttoned the side. “Maybe it is not so bad to look beautiful.”
My jaw dropped. Her words were so forward. They didn’t fit with her demure character, but perhaps she had something to hide too. Alva also had a point, which I didn’t particularly like. I didn’t want to stand out; being invisible had its perks.
You know, you’re beautiful even when you’ve been nearly beaten to death.
I flinched. The echoes of their voices were getting worse.
“Sit, Lady.” Her voice commanded obedience.
“I wish you wouldn’t call me that.” Regardless, I sat. Alva had a quiet yet demanding presence.
Alva was silent and chose not to respond. It frustrated me. She took off all the jewelry, let my hair down, and put it up differently this time. It was coiled on the top of my head. None of it hung down, but the detailed braids wrapped into the curls looked amazing.
She pinned grey jewels that looked like moonstones into my hair. Then she put only a necklace on me, right over the small chain the crystal hung from. It fit like a choker, the silver chain held my throat delicately. The cut from Andvari’s knife already faded, but the necklace hid what remained. Alva left my makeup the way it was, but she added more black liner and a smoky grey shadow. Then she darkened my lips to a blood red.
“Why do we have to dress up?” I asked. I watched her sure hands move deftly in the reflection of the mirror.
“It’s part of our culture. You are a guest of the King. There are always feasts and celebrations during holidays. We honor the Gods by dressing in their image; breathtakingly beautiful, so it is blinding.”
Kings and guardians; I felt like I’d slipped through time again, but backwards. I hadn’t seen one unattractive person since I’d set foot on the planet and I couldn’t decide if it was creepy or not. Was it natural selection or purposefully bred into their people? The thought made me shudder. Everyone should leave well enough alone. Playing with DNA didn’t always end well. I was living proof of that.
“You are ready, Lady,” Alva said. “I will take you to the dinner hall.”
She held out her arm in the old-fashioned way and I placed my hand on top of hers. Without another word she led me out of my rooms and down the hall to the stairs. We went into a part of the building I hadn’t seen yet. It was wide open and had high, vaulted ceilings. There were sheer curtains that hung to cover the entrance. Chandeliers dangled and made the large room glow with candlelight. Plenty of people mingled and I spotted Wolfe, Celeste, and Arik – though I didn’t see Andvari or Ricky.
We paused at the entrance to the dining hall and I took it all in. It was like something out of a movie. The columns that held up the high ceiling didn’t have walls or doors between them, but were open to the outside and the sea breeze whispered in, causing the thousands of candles to sputter and brighten.
Wolfe caught my eye and he nodded in reassurance. He’d scouted the room already and was letting me know it was safe. I was comforted he still took precautions even after we’d been unofficially welcomed. I looked at the crowd of people surrounding us, and figured this was our official welcome and announcement to the people. Wolfe headed over to me, but a large man stepped in front of me.
“I will escort you to the table, Lady Katerina.” I didn’t recognize him as he took my hand and led me to a seat right next to Arik, who was at the head of the table. I sat on his left and the man who escorted me sat on his right. He must be someone in the guard or directly under Arik in rank.
Wolfe didn’t look pleased. I felt the move by the guard was almost deliberate so we wouldn’t have a chance to speak before everyone’s eyes were on us.
Ricky took the seat next to me with Celeste and Wolfe directly across from us. Wolfe sat next to the man who’d escorted me and Celeste was on Wolfe’s left. A glass tinkled and everyone made their way to the table as Arik stood.
“To our guests!” He toasted. A hundred people I didn’t recognize raised their glasses in salute. I raised my own and took a small sip. It was a deliciously fruity wine. I began to look forward to the dinner.
Talk began to mingle with the clink of silverware. Servants brought platters of soup and set them in front of us. Alva was the one to bring us ours. I wondered at her job in the palace, for lack of a better word. She smiled at me as she disappeared into the shadows.
I watched my crewmates and saw they were as wary as I was, although they all looked stunning. I could see the king in Ricky, the way he held himself with the suit on. Wolfe’s back was straight and his suit was tight around his muscles. I looked away and saw Celeste staring at me. We held each other’s gaze for a second. She was magnificent and looked comfortable despite how unusual wearing a dress was for her.
“So, Lady Katerina,” Arik’s voice cut through the haze and my eyes snapped to him. “Tell me more about you,” He took a sip of the steaming soup.
I smiled, not sure what to say. My crew turned to me, wondering at what I would say to this stranger.
“Do I call you Arik or King?” I questioned instead.
“King is but a title. You may call me Arik, your majesty, King, whichever you prefer.” He gave me a grandfatherly smile. I wasn’t sure what the right answer would be. Maybe it was a test. I decided middle ground would be prudent.
“Sorry I was late, my King,” Andvari said as he entered my vision. “I wanted to make sure the room was secure.” The man who had escorted me to my seat stood up and Andvari sat in his place.
Andvari glanced at me but didn’t make eye contact. Did he imply we were a threat? Or that only I was a threat? If so, he had no idea who he was dealing with. The crew of the Wolfegang shouldn’t be trifled with.
“Good, good. I am happy you are here to join us, my son. Katerina was about to tell us about herself,” Arik said.
Andvari was Arik’s son? I was pretty sure that raised more questions than it answered, and it wasn’t polite dinner conversation to ask about someone’s parentage. I filed the information away for later and put on a smile like I would a mask. “What would you like to know?” I asked. The king wouldn’t let me deflect his question and it would be a risk if I outright denied him an answer.
“Well, how did you end up with your shipmates?”
My smile faltered. That was complicated and I wasn’t sure how to answer. It was not something I liked to remember. My eyes flicked over to Wolfe, silently asking for his help. He nodded in encouragement. “I boarded as a passenger. Wolfe saw my potential, asked me to stay on as crew, and I accepted.” Stick to the truth; the less lies I told now, the less my chances were that I would contradict myself later.
“Potential as what?” Arik asked. He looked genuinely curious, but I couldn’t be sure.
Again I looked at Wolfe as I brought the spoon full of soup to my lips. It was delicious.
“Sir, I saw her potential with how quickly she learned,” Wolfe replied for me.
My eyes narrowed. That was not the answer. He’d only seen how fast I caught on after I was asked to join the crew.
If Wolfe noticed my accusatory gaze he ignored me and continued. “Her knowledge of lost information is rare.” He paused, deciding if he should say the next part. “She had nowhere else to go and my crew is mainly made up of people with no home. So I give them one.”
He had no idea how true his statement was.
“That is very commendable, Captain. Your reasons for being here are most intriguing. I would love to know where you acquired the coordinates for this planet.”
There was no hesitation in Wolfe, no tell when he lied. “There were no coordinates for this planet. There was actually no information on this planet at all, let alone its existence. It was chance that led us here. This galaxy is recorded however and we simply looked for names that had a tie to the history Katerina knows so well.”
I looked down at the plate in front of me and went to grab a fork, only to drop the utensil in horror. My hands were covered in blood. I stared at them before quickly looking to see if anyone else had noticed. The talk continued like nothing had happened. I turned my hands palms up and the blood dripped down my arms.
Hastily I stood up and they all looked at me in surprise and confusion.
“I, uh, have to use the restroom,” I stammered and tucked my hands behind my back. “Please excuse me for a second.” I forced myself to walk out of the dining hall. I didn’t wait for permission or stop to answer their unspoken questions.
I rushed through the doors and back into the hall I came through with Alva. It was eerily empty and quiet, no one anywhere to be seen. I looked around. Fabric fluttered in the corner of my vision and I turned. I had no idea where a restroom was but I fled down the hall and away from any witnesses. I stumbled and fell.
Picking myself up I looked behind me to see what I’d tripped over. Two bodies littered the floor. I scrambled back and clenched my jaw to keep from screaming. What the hell was going on? When nothing happened I inched closer, pulling on one of them so I could see his face.
The scream ripped through me as it registered. Cromwell stared back at me, his eyes lifeless and blood pooling around him. I could only guess who the other body was. Marco’s head was split open and bits of him leaked out onto the floor, the pool spreading until it touched the hem of my dress.
I crawled as far away from their bodies as I could, until my back was pressed up against the wall, but still the blood came. “No,” I whispered. “This isn’t real, they are not here.” I looked at my hands and more blood seemed to cover them than before, covering my arms up to my elbows.
I squeezed my eyes shut as I tried to convince myself I was seeing things and willed them to go away. The two men I’d killed back on Earth, here to haunt me. Normally I saw them in my dreams, but that line between what was real and what was not seemed to fade more and more with each passing day.
Killing them was a necessity, I told myself. I had to do it to survive. I took a deep breath and tried to release it slowly. I had to accept what I’d done. My hands shook and all I wanted to do was block it out and ignore the visions until they went away.
“Katerina!”
My eyes flew open in surprise and I looked up. Andvari stood over me. He looked angry and confused. When I looked back down there was nothing, nobody there. But my hands were still covered in blood. “What is going on?” I whispered, not able to stop the tremors. The dreams had never happened when I was awake before. Something bad was happening and I remembered Ricky’s warning.
“I would ask you the same question.” Andvari lifted me up by the arms. “Look at me,” he demanded.
I looked into his blue eyes. “What?” I asked; my voice tremulous.
“There is no one here. There is nothing on your hands.”
I looked again and my hands were clean, there was no blood; no trace of anything. A tear ran down my face and I couldn’t hide it. “I don’t know what’s happening to me.”
“It’s okay,” he shushed. “You can fight it, you are quite strong.”
I pushed him away. “I told you I don’t like to be touched. And I really don’t like someone who assumes they know me well enough to say something as stupid as that. You have no idea what I’m dealing with!” I was yelling, practically screaming and I couldn’t get it together.
Andvari stared at me. He was on guard and looked concerned about the state of my mental health. I couldn’t even blame him for it. His hands were up in defense. “I’m not trying to assume anything,” he said calmly, soothingly. “I merely came out here to help.”
“Well you can take your help and shove it somewhere unpleasant. I don’t need it.” I turned back to head the way I came. I stopped; nothing looked familiar. I had no idea where I was and I didn’t even know how I’d gotten there. I’d only seen the blood and bodies.
“I can take you back,” Andvari offered.
“Don’t you dare tell anyone about this,” I threatened.
“I wouldn’t.”
My look was sharp and suspicious. I knew nothing about this man. I couldn’t trust him. “You were spying on me,” I accused.
He sighed and his leather creaked with the motion. “I’ve given you reason to distrust me, but I promise I wasn’t spying on you.”
I wiped away the tears from my face and tried not to think of blood smearing across my face. “I can’t let anyone think something is wrong,” I muttered. “Is there a ladies’ room around?” I asked him, louder that time.
Andvari pointed to a door a few steps down the hall. I went in, found a mirror, and placed both hands on the wall, on either side of the mirror as I stared at myself. My face was red, but the makeup wasn’t smeared and my eyes were hardly even puffy. I glowered at the reflection, looking for something – anything to tell me what was going on. I was losing it and I wasn’t sure why.
Wolfe had mentioned soldiers that had lost it mentally from the experiments the government put them through. The changes in their DNA too much for their minds to handle, the new brain power overwhelming them, and they cracked. Maybe that was happening to me, and I couldn’t process all the new information being pelted at me all the time. Or maybe the neurons that allowed me to learn faster and use more of my brain erased the lines between the conscious and subconscious.
I turned on the faucet and splashed the cool water over my face and let it ease the small bit of swelling around my eyes. When I looked up again there were no telltale signs I’d cried or that I was insane. Nothing to indicate anything was wrong. How was I going to hide this incident from Wolfe or Ricky? Hiding from my Captain was considerably easier than hiding from a telepath.
I quickly dried my face and stepped out. Andvari waited for me. He clasped his hands behind his back and watched me warily.
“Andvari, I’m so sorry I wandered off and got lost. I’d forgotten something, but it’s not important right now. Please take me back to the dining hall?” I asked politely, my mask back in place.
Something crossed over his face, I couldn’t tell what. He said nothing, but nodded and offered me his arm. “I would be honored to escort you back, Lady.”
I took his arm, but refused to meet his eyes. “Please don’t call me that.”
He just smiled.
Prick.




 
After the endless dinner was over, I was escorted back to my rooms. I’d managed to avoid all eye contact with everyone but King Arik. He would think it suspicious if I refused to look him in the eye after I ran off for no apparent reason. I needed him to continue to trust me. Arik had complete control over everything on this planet as far as I could tell, and I needed him to grant me access to places I’m sure no stranger was allowed.
When I woke up the next day I could feel the sunshine on my face and hear the birds chirp outside. There was the sound of waves crashing, and I took a moment to appreciate how amazing it was to be somewhere else other than the ship. I stood and stretched, reaching my arms high above my head. My back cracked and released tension. I hadn’t slept as well as I had the night before since…since before I’d woken up from stasis.
My legs swung over the side of the bed and I hoisted myself up. Today I had to gather whatever information I could before I planned our missions. I headed to the bathroom and quickly brushed my teeth and then washed up. My hair was a disaster. While I slept, all of my curls had tangled and were now effectively a massive bird’s nest. I contemplated cutting all my hair off before I decided against it. I would look awful with short hair. I sighed, gave up, and attacked my hair with a brush. It was passable when I finished. I left the bathroom to see what I had to wear. No frilly dresses today if I could help it. Comfort was more important, especially when I wasn’t sure what was in store for me that day.
The wardrobe was full of mostly dresses – beautiful – but completely unsuitable. I checked the drawers and found pants and plain shirts. “Oh thank god,” I whispered to myself. I couldn’t run in heels and I’d probably rip the dress in the process.
There was a knock on the door. “One second!” I called. I had no idea what time it was, but it felt early. I quickly slipped on a pair of black pants which fit perfectly, then put on a white, V-neck t-shirt. The shirt was fitted, but loose enough that it was comfortable. I tucked my crystal necklace into the shirt then put on my boots, removed the holster for my gun from the belt, and then buckled the belt. For good measure I slipped Andvari’s knife into my boot. Our weapons had been brought back to us, but I didn’t think the people would appreciate me openly carrying a pulse pistol.
I hurried over to the door and opened it. Alva stood there, wearing almost the exact same outfit I had on, but her pants were blue and her shirt black.
“Katerina, the King wishes you to meet him in the library with the rest of your crew,” she stated in her musical accent. “Breakfast will be served there.”
“Thank you, Alva.” I stood aside to let her in, but she shook her head. “Will you be there?” I asked.
She smiled. “No, I have other duties to perform.”
“What exactly do they have you doing around here?” I was curious and suspicious. Did they have her watching us?
“I have many things that are required of me,” she replied. “I work on foreign relations which until now was hardly exciting.” She shrugged and her beautiful blonde hair rippled in the sun.
I cocked my head as I stared at her and wondered why then, she would be serving us at dinner.
“The King and the council feel that having me around would make foreigners more comfortable,” she explained. “So if you wish me to be there, I can be as part of my duties. Though I don’t know how I could help.”
Either she read the question on my face or she was psychic. Both prospects made me uncomfortable. “I wouldn’t mind if you did,” I said. It would probably be a good idea to keep an eye on her.
Alva gave a small bow. “Then I shall be there, Lady.” She gave me quick instructions on how to get to the library and let me know we weren’t expected there for another hour. Then she left to do whatever ‘duties’ she had to perform.
Her English was so much better now. I wondered how her people adapted languages so quickly simply by hearing them. Perhaps Ricky and I would finally have a chance to talk about that if I arrived at the library early. I opened my mind, like opening a tiny hole in a window so Ricky could see what I planned.
I grabbed my tablet and closed the door behind me. Celeste was in the hallway and she looked lost. “Good morning,” I greeted her.
Celeste grunted, but wasn’t outwardly hostile. So it was going to be a good day then. We walked to the library together. I wasn’t worried about her overhearing anything Ricky and I said. Better her than Andvari or Alva.
The library was deep in the palace. The further down we went, the more I wondered if it was underground. It made sense when I walked in and the walls were lined with books from floor to ceiling. The underground library would stay cool and protect the books. The room was about four stories high with balconies that wrapped around the walls and attached spiral staircases to provide access. It smelled like a library with the scent of old books and I inhaled deeply. I stood at the entrance to the enormous library and took it all in. The top level had windows and skylights, which I assumed was on the ground floor of the castle. In the center of the library a few large, round wooden tables were covered with the food, and from the smell of it, coffee. I smiled; this day was getting better and better.
I looked over and Celeste also seemed in awe of the great room, her mouth ajar as she stared at all the paper. It took me a moment, but I realized she may never have seen such a large collection of paper books in one place before, not since cutting down trees for paper production was made illegal on Federation planets. I didn’t say anything as I walked into the room and headed for the food. Every time I turned around, Celeste acted more and more human. She was becoming someone I could relate to. I tried not to think about it too much.
Ricky was already at one of the empty tables eating a quick breakfast. He nodded when he saw me, so he’d gotten my mental message. I grabbed a plate of fresh fruit and bread, as well as some of the magnificent coffee. I was starved. I brought it all over to where Ricky sat and took the seat next to him. Our backs faced the wall behind us so we could see the entrance clearly and we wouldn’t have to worry about someone sneaking up on us.
That sort of thinking was new to me, but it was now almost second nature. Habits I acquired from my crewmates.
“Hungry?” Ricky asked with a laugh.
“I could never pass up fresh fruit after all the dehydrated food on the ship.” I took a bite of the apple and the crunch resounded through the library.
Ricky lowered his voice. “How’ve you been?” He took a sip of tea to hide the movement of his lips.
Why didn’t you just ask me telepathically? I asked him.
I’ve been having trouble hearing you lately, I wasn’t sure if I would make it through your walls, he replied.
That was odd. I hadn’t noticed the presence of Ricky’s mind since we landed on the planet. At the very least, I was usually aware of him. It hadn’t even occurred to me that he might’ve been trying to contact me.
To answer your question, I’m doing fine, I thought. I’m actually doing better here than I was on the ship.
What happened last night during dinner? He asked.
I popped a grape in my mouth and chewed. Nothing.
That wasn’t something I wanted to talk about. Ever.
You can only avoid it for so long, his voice in my head reprimanded me. I’m not going to press, he thought as I unintentionally began to shut him out.
I didn’t want to think about what happened the night before, and I didn’t like the implications it had. Eventually I would deal with it, when I was good and ready, but not now. I sipped at the coffee as I made myself open up my mind enough to continue our conversation.
“What did you want to talk to me about?” Ricky asked out loud.
“Have you noticed these people’s sudden assimilation of Standard English?” I asked quietly.
Celeste had her food and sat at the table next to us, but not with us I noticed. She could be giving us space or avoiding me.
Ricky nodded. “I thought it was strange as well, but we don’t know what their genetic makeup is like. They could have similar abilities to mine or their neural pathways could be larger than the average human, their synapses firing faster. So learning something new is not a problem for them, like how it’s not a problem for you.”
I focused my eyes and the dust motes in the air sharpened until each individual one danced before me in clarity. It was a simple exercise I’d adapted to attempt to hone what abilities I could. “I thought you might say that which is why I wanted to talk to you.” I popped a slice of some kind of melon into my mouth and chewed slowly as I contemplated what to say.
“You want me to teach you how to learn their language,” Ricky stated and glanced over at me for confirmation.
“Yes, I want to learn what you did on the ship or at least what these people are able to do.” Imagine what I could learn if I knew what people said, if they had no idea I could speak and understand their language. The opportunities were limitless. People tended to speak freely when they didn’t think anyone listened.
The door to the library creaked open and Wolfe stepped in. He paused when he saw the endless shelves of books. In that moment I wished I knew what his thoughts were and how he felt. What they meant to him. Books were something I used to take for granted, but now I couldn’t imagine how much information was lost or changed through electronic adaptations. Something was always lost in translation.
“I think it could be done,” Ricky said. He took the last bite and pushed his plate back. He sat back and focused on me. “I’d have to go through your mind and see if the pathways are open.”
The thought of him going through my mind scared me and I didn’t want him to see the issues I had. If rifling through my thoughts was the only way…there might not be another option. How badly did I want to learn the skill?
I watched as Wolfe grabbed his food and went to sit with Celeste. Again, I wondered what he was thinking, why he would choose to sit there. If I knew what Ricky knew, I would never have to wonder about things like that.
Ricky smirked. “You wouldn’t have to wonder about a lot of things,” he said. “Ignorance is something you wish for when you can read someone’s thoughts; all of their thoughts.”
I ignored his statement. “I think it’s worth the risk,” I told him, reverting back to our original conversation. “If you have to go through my mind then that’s what you have to do. I already speak three languages and if I can learn more without doing it the hard way I want to do it.” I pushed my plate away and wrapped my hands around my mug of coffee. The warmth melted into my skin and warded off the chill in the air.
Andvari walked in like he owned the place and technically he did, being a prince. It was a strange thought. I watched him grab his food and my eyes focused again. The drops of moisture on the melon were clear as crystal. The action tired my eyes, but I figured eventually they would get used to it just like any other muscle.
Later today then, I will come by your rooms and we can practice. I have their language stored now, so it shouldn’t be too difficult if you’re mind doesn’t reject the influx of new information. Ricky’s mind voice slithered through my head again and I nodded. I approved of his discreetness. I didn’t trust Andvari; not yet anyways.
I checked my watch—in a few minutes the hour would be up. I looked up at the door and saw Alva and Arik walk through right on time.
“Now that we are all here,” Arik began as he walked up to us. “I would like to say I am willing to offer whatever resources are needed for this search, but I do want it made clear Andvari will be a part of every search.” His eyes met every one of ours. “I will be on a few when time allows. Today I offer you the resources of my library. We have an extensive collection of maps to help reference yours with. Is everybody ready to work?”
I took a long sip of coffee. “Yes, do you have the map?”
Wolfe stood and handed it to me. He sat at my table and Celeste followed suit. I unrolled it and smoothed out the edges so we could all see it better. I felt lost as I studied the markings and had no idea where to even start looking in that vast collection of books. I couldn’t afford to sound unsure while everyone waited for me to lead them. “First we need all the maps you have of your planet, old and new.”
Andvari raised an eyebrow at me. “All of them?” he asked skeptically.
“Yes, all of them,” I replied, annoyed he was already questioning me.
Arik nodded. “I will send word and have a few of the staff help to gather the requested maps.” Alva was off before Arik had finished speaking.
“Where can we start looking in the meantime?” I asked.
Arik crossed his arms. “I will gather the oldest maps we have and Andvari will direct the rest of you to the sections we have dedicated to cartography.”
I blinked. That was a word I didn’t think he would know in English. “Uh, sure, let’s get on it.”
Andvari led us to the back of the library where it was darkest; I assumed to protect the paper. Hundreds of scrolls littered the shelves. “Captain, you may search on this level. The section is from that pillar to this one.” Andvari pointed. “This symbol here,” he said as he showed us the rune carved into the wood of the shelves, “is the symbol for ‘map’ and if the symbol changes then you have gone past the correct section. The rest of you can follow me.”
He led us up the spiral staircase and told Celeste to scour the second level and Ricky the third. Andvari came with me to the fourth.
“I can help you here or I can begin the download from what we have on the databases.” He watched as he waited for my answer.
I could look through on my own well enough, so why should he stay? “Are you trying to spy on me again?” I asked, crossing my own arms. He didn’t scare me.
“Maybe.” His face was stern but his eyes twinkled. “Why is this necklace so precious to you?”
I gave him a sharp look, but he didn’t seem suspicious; more interested than anything. I wasn’t sure how to tell him the truth and I wondered what my answer would mean to him. My gut told me I could trust him, but I didn’t want to test how much. “It is a reminder of home, a reminder of what I lost.”
Andvari gave me a strange look. “Would you take the treasure for yourself then?” he asked.
I picked a scroll from the bottom shelf and unrolled it. “Never. This is where it belongs.” I looked him in the eye. “You have my word.”
“My ancestors and I thank you.” Andvari took a scroll from the highest shelf and reached it easily. “Even if I do not understand why you think so.”
I said nothing in response. The man was a conundrum. I held up the map I’d grabbed so the light hit the scroll and I could see. I studied it closely. Nothing looked familiar. I held it out as far as I could; hopefully a pattern or shape would show itself. The map was covered in runes I couldn’t understand so I ignored them. “Where is this?” I asked Andvari and showed it to him.
He gave it a cursory glance. “That’s the Northern Continent. There are no lakes there. The lakes which are there are frozen solid so we do not mark them.”
“Frozen?” I repeated and stared at the lines on the scroll in doubt.
“Yes,” he said and made his own pile of discarded maps. “The Northern Continent is a frozen wasteland with winter and snow most of the year. Not many of us reside there.”
I looked up at him from where I knelt. “But some of you do live up there?”
“Correct, there is a reigning monarch to control the day-to-day concerns, but it is a perilous country.”
“So Arik is not the king of an entire planet?” I asked.
“He is,” Andvari said. “The queen is beneath him in rank, but my father cannot be in every continent every single day, so he visits each continent every quarter.”
I rolled up the map of the Northern Continent and carefully placed it on the ground next to me then grabbed the next one. “Have you ever been there, Andvari?”
He frowned at me. “Why?”
I shrugged. “Because the Northern Continent sounds kind of beautiful, I would like to see it.”
He laughed, the first time I’d heard him do so. “Not many would call it that. Although, I did enjoy the few stays I’ve had there. The locals have many legends.”
I smiled. “I’ve never been anywhere like that before,” I said and unrolled the second map.
Andvari stared at me and he almost smiled at me. “Perhaps we will go there.”
I looked up into his blue eyes. His promise had a note of hope to it and it made me feel happy in a way, like we were finally getting past our trust issues. We might actually be able to become friends.
I picked up another map and dedicated myself to the work. It took hours for us to go through each shelf, but when we finished there was a sizable pile I felt could be promising. I carefully gathered them in my arms then Andvari and I headed down to the library’s main floor.
Celeste, Ricky, and Wolfe had their piles spread out on the tables and pored over their findings. The three of them had made two piles; one held possible maps we could use and the other pile was the castoffs. I sat next to Celeste and put my pile apart from the others.
“I’ll go through the ones you guys think we could use while you go through the rest?” I took the first one of the ‘maybe’ pile.
“Sounds like a good idea,” Wolfe said and took what I’d brought over.
I discarded the first map and shuffled through the others. I took out a few I thought might be likely. Alva had returned and some of the staff put the discarded maps back where they belonged, like a well-oiled machine.
“Alva, are there any maps of landmasses that contain a river flowing into a lake with a mountain looming over it?” I asked. Our supposed treasure map was more of an elementary sketch than an actual map showing real locations. There were more symbols, pictures, and hints to what we searched for than there were facts. Our map had no markers, no names for anything, and no marks of cities or ruins. It only had the general shape of the land and the lake.
“I’ve made a pile for that description,” she said and handed the papers to me.
I closely examined the ones she’d given me. The scales on each map were a little different. One showed a map of the planet, which I thought might be helpful to locate the general outline first. The planet was made up of mostly water, even more so than Earth. Reidgotaland had plenty of islands but only three, mildly large landmasses.
Arik came behind me to look over my shoulder. There wasn’t much to look at, but I felt like I was slowly putting a puzzle together. I had to find the pieces that went in the empty spaces.
I grabbed a pencil and a notepad of real paper someone had left on our tables and started to make a list of possibilities for our missions. It was easier for me to think when I wrote things down by hand. I made a list of notations, pictures, and glyphs I thought we might need to look for when we finally left to look for...something. I had no idea what yet. I supposed we could start with all known lakes, but I also wanted to see if we could translate more of the map before we left.
My hand stilled as something caught my eye. I shoved aside the one I had been working on and grabbed a different map with a compass that had snagged my attention. On the far right corner was the same rune that was on our map. I inspected it closely. It had detailed drawings of each continent. The Northern Continent fascinated me for some reason. Wouldn’t the best place to hide something precious be where no one went? Though, as Andvari had said there were no lakes on the Northern Continent, and it didn’t depict any of the frozen lakes either which seemed odd. The Northern continent was enormous, taking up most of the map, while it wrapped around the entire northern hemisphere on either side of the map, and overlapped.
My eyes shifted to the continent that held the planet’s capitol. It showed the city we were currently in and the three different lakes on the continent were shown next to mountainous regions. The smaller, second continent had no mountains, but contained four small lakes. I pointed to the last and smallest continent. “There are no mountains here?” I asked.
Alva looked over my shoulder at where I pointed. “No,” she replied. “That continent is covered in farming land. Most of the planet’s crops are grown there.”
I nodded. If we found nothing we would look there as a last resort. I had a nagging feeling there was more to the Northern Continent than the people of Reidgotaland let on. I kept my thoughts to myself. I didn’t want to arouse any suspicions.
I compared the map of their main continent to the one we had, and the layout looked similar enough; a lake and a mountain. Our map was too crude to try and find anything more detailed. I wrote down each of the words in each language from our map. If I were going to find anything more detailed I had to find out what all the notes meant. People had tried to find the necklace for centuries.
“Does this look similar to our map at all?” I asked and hoped someone else might see the same connection.
Everyone craned forward to see. Arik eyed something and I followed his gaze. It was the largest lake on the capitol continent.
Arik frowned. “This lake has what you are looking for, but it is not quite the same as this map you have,” he said.
“I think the mountains are close enough to the lake that there might be caves which could have preserved the glyphs,” Wolfe said.
“Good idea,” I said. As the leader of our mission I had to think about a plan and the most efficient way to undertake the search. With four of us from my crew including me, plus Andvari and Alva, we had even numbers and could easily split up in two groups. There were three lakes total. Then we could take down the third as one large group.
It felt weird to manage people, to be in charge, the one they all looked to for orders. I’d taken a leadership class in college as it was a requirement for all Anthropology majors, but I’d never thought I’d use it. After college, jobs were scarce and I’d given up ever being able to use my degree. A common problem for people in my generation, but here I was, doing exactly what I’d gone to school for and it was kind of mind-blowing. Who would’ve guessed?
I traced the rune on the compass with my finger. It could easily stand for Freyja, one of their goddesses, which would mean there was nothing special about that particular map. Although I highly doubted the Norse people would misuse their own language. I mentally shrugged. Then again, they could have made a simple mistake. How many times had English speakers in my own time botched their language? The affliction of stupidity, my brother used to say.
“Alright,” I said. “We will split up into two groups, and each group will take a transport ship with supplies. Ricky we will need notes taken and pictures, or images of each site. I will make a list of more possible sites and transfer them to each group.” I glanced at my notes. I had a lot more research to do. Ricky and Andvari would be the most helpful since they were familiar with both languages. Alva seemed distracted, she kept checking the clock. I watched her as she slowly sorted through the old scrolls and I decided there was something else she didn’t want us to know. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I had a feeling there was more to Alva than she let on and I was beginning to trust those feelings. They hadn’t been wrong yet.
“I’m going to spend some more time in here and see what else I can find,” I told them and stacked scrolls to be put away. “I can use Andvari and Ricky. The rest can start prepping for our departure tomorrow morning. Does that sound good?” I felt like I had to ask since I wasn’t comfortable handing out tasks and orders.
Celeste shrugged. I knew research wasn’t her thing, but she could handle the prep for a mission no problem. Wolfe nodded and gave me a reassuring smile, but it didn’t help. I was nervous around Arik, the king of an entire planet.
I cleared my throat and gathered my resolve. “Arik, we need fast transportation if we are going to trek around the planet. My crew can help gather supplies and whatever else Wolfe and Celeste think is needed.
“I will have the staff assist them,” Arik responded. “The call will be made to the transports for them to be prepped.
“Great,” I said. “There will be two groups, Celeste and Andvari will be with me. Wolfe, Ricky, and Arik or Alva will be in the other. That should be it for now until we can gather more information.”
“Excellent plan,” Arik said. He paused and I knew something was up. “I want to make something clear. If Brisingamen is found, I will not have you selling her off-world. If you even think of trying to make it off this planet and go back on your agreement, Captain Wolfe, I will make sure the necklace doesn’t leave our orbit, by any means necessary. Brisingamen is part of our heritage and therefore part of our world.”
Nobody moved while Arik looked at each and every one of us, making his threat extremely clear. “Although, I do understand it would never have been found without this map your crew has acquired,” Arik said, returning to the nice old man I was used to and not the frightening ruler of a planet. “And as such, I fully intend to pay for this necklace as I agreed. You only have to name your price.”
Wolfe stood up and strode over to the king. “Will you shake on it?” Our Captain asked the king.
Arik smiled and then shook Wolfe’s hand. “You do not wish to ask for a price?”
Wolfe smiled back. “I believe that could be discussed at a later time, if and when the item has been found.”
“Good,” Arik said. “Then I believe we should get to work.”
Wolfe came to my side. “Celeste and I will go with Arik and get what we need for the trip,” he said. Wolfe placed a hand on my shoulder. “Good luck with the rest of your research.”
“Thank you,” I said. Celeste and Wolfe followed Arik out of the library and I watched them go. Somehow Wolfe acting like nothing had happened between us; like we’d never fought or that we owed each other our lives, made it easier to become friends. It didn’t feel awkward or forced, and I was thankful for that.
I looked at Ricky who watched me closely and I knew in that moment he could hear my thoughts. “Ricky do you think you could start some of these translations?” I asked.
“Of course,” he said.
“Great.” I wrote down some of the ones I knew he could find and handed him the sheet of paper. Then I turned to Andvari. “Could we start the download from the database into my tablet?” I asked. I hoped to continue my research with map similarities while we were out and about, but it would only work if I had access to them.
“We have some of them, but not all of them. Our more detailed maps are kept on paper for safety reasons. If the Federation found us and wanted to exploit our weaknesses they could hack into our computers and steal whatever information they wanted. Then leave our systems infected with a virus,” Andvari explained to me. “We are an extremely cautious society.”
“As you should be,” Ricky said. “When you download the maps could you send them to me as well?” He had my note in his hand and gathered the rest of his things.
“Of course,” Andvari replied.
Ricky gave me a nod and disappeared into the darkest part of the library. I gathered my own notes and followed Andvari to their computers. They were lined up along one of the walls and looked like they might be made out of some sort of crystal I’d never seen before. While Andvari pulled up the screen that hovered in the air I knelt down to get a better look at the computers.
“Is there something between you and the captain I should know about?” Andvari asked me as he waved through streams of data for what he looked for.
I didn’t bother to look up as I searched for the panel that would show me the computer’s insides. “Even if there was something to tell, I don’t see how any of it is your business.”
“I was simply asking a question, no need to be defensive. It is none of my business, as you say, but if there is something I should be concerned about I would like to know.”
“And what exactly would you be concerned about?” I asked, looking up in irritation.
“It is my duty to protect you on this mission, whether you like it or not, but I am not willing to interfere with a lover’s quarrel.”
I made a face. I didn’t like the idea that he thought he needed to protect me. “It’s no ‘lover’s quarrel.’ We are friends and he is my Captain. We did have a misunderstanding before we came here. I disagreed with him on selling Brisingamen to the highest bidder. The necklace is a treasure; something more valuable than credits.”
Andvari reached down for my tablet and I handed it over. I finally found what I looked for and pressed a small button on the side of the computer. The machinery hissed and the panel moved to the side to reveal a system I’d never seen before.
“I thank you for that,” Andvari said. “It is good to know I can trust you to uphold your end of the agreement, though I wonder about your Captain.” He watched my movements carefully. “What exactly are you doing?”
“Good to know you trust me,” I said as I inspected the wires and what looked like a crystal hard drive. “I’m trying to see what kind of crystal system you’re using for your computers.”
Andvari continued his work and grabbed the data he wanted and tapped my tablet screen. “Be careful, I do not want you causing a malfunction.”
I tried not to roll my eyes at him. “I’m not going to hurt it or anything. What kind of crystals are these?” They were an odd, clear purple and some were a clear blue like the crystal I wore around my neck.
“Crystals we found on our planet which hold high amounts of power. They are stable enough to withstand an explosion and still retain the data stored.”
I stood and dusted off my knees. I promised myself I’d get my hands on a few before we left Reidgotaland. “So when were you going to tell me you’re a prince?”
He ignored my question and handed me back my tablet. I followed him to the table and we started to clear the scrolls and put them on a cart to be put away later.
Suddenly Andvari grabbed my hand and stared intensely into my eyes. I tried to jerk my hand back but his grip was firm. “What are you doing?” I demanded.
 “Your soul is tattered, but pure,” he said and finally let me go.
I backed away from him. “How could you possibly know that?” It wasn’t even that what he said was untrue, but I didn’t understand how he could perceive such a thing. He was officially freaking me out.
I could feel Ricky listening as Andvari hesitated, debating whether or not he should tell me. “My people have what you call ‘gifts’ passed down from our ancestors. These gifts have been diminishing with each passing generation,” he explained. “It is said our people are descended from the gods. It is also said that thousands of years ago, the gods and their children were able to travel the worlds differently than we do now. Before space travel, they used what some call a tesseract, or a bridge, and still others call it the bifrost. Some of our people stayed on these planets and it is told in the ancient writings that our gods returned to their planet of Asgard.”
I stared at him and my mouth hung open in shock. His explanation didn’t answer my original question about him being a prince, but it sure did answer some things I’d wondered about. I watched Andvari put away the rest of the scrolls on the cart. “So what god were you descended from?” I asked.
“As an outsider, I shouldn’t even be telling you any of this,” he admitted. “What else did you need to look at for your research?”
I still stared at him and tried to comprehend everything he’d told me. My notes, I remembered. I had to translate my notes. I merely handed him the paper since I couldn’t form the words to answer.
Andvari studied them for a moment and then walked towards a different set of shelves away from where the maps were. I trailed after him and repeated my question. “Which god was your ancestor?” I pressed.
He sighed. “I was descended from Heimdallr.”
Everything he said was straight out of mythology. He used words I recognized from my studies in school. How was that even possible? I scoffed. And my dad had said a degree in Anthropology was useless.
If Andvari’s ancestors really did populate other worlds, I didn’t see a reason why one of them couldn’t have visited Earth. I didn’t remember much about Heimdallr other than he was the gatekeeper. “Who exactly was Heimdallr?”
“There is much to be said about Heimdallr,” Andvari began and pulled books seemingly from random then placed them in my arms.
I tucked the tablet under my arm so I could hold the giant tomes. I listened raptly as he continued to explain.
“He was the son of Nine Mothers and possessed great powers such as foreknowledge, unprecedented eyesight, and hearing. He lived in a dwelling that resided where the bifrost met heaven. He even retrieved Brisingamen for Freya once.”
What an interesting connection. I didn’t think it was coincidence Andvari was the one to help me to find the necklace of legends. I wondered if he could even do a fraction of the things Heimdallr was able to do in the myths. “So what did you inherit?”
Andvari glanced back at me sternly. “Lady, I want you to know your questions beget questions. Meaning, I expect you to answer a few of mine.” Andvari gave me a knowing look that told me he knew how much the thought of answering his questions made me recoil.
I was already in deep and my curiosity would only be abated by the answers I wanted. I needed to know what I was dealing with. “I understand, Andvari. Please, tell me.”
Andvari stopped walking and faced me with his arms crossed. He seemed to be thinking of the right words to describe exactly what he wanted to say. “I inherited his foreknowledge, as well as the eyesight. It is said that he could see anything he wished, no matter how far away, even if it was through structures or walls. Anything he gazed upon was his to see. I have one of the stronger gifts of our people. I may not be able to see worlds away as Heimdallr could, but I can see as far as our moons, and through any structures, walls, and mountains if I so desire.”
I leaned against a shelf weakly as I took in his words. That was absolutely incredible. I wanted to test him, do something childish like ask if he could see through my clothes, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer to that. My mind raced as I pondered the implications. What if these people actually were descended from the Norse gods? Were they even gods originally or simply advanced beings for their time? In my world, anything was now possible. To me, coming from the time that I did, all of what I saw now would be considered only theoretical if even probable. The idea of travelling faster than the speed of light was something you would only see on a science fiction show. Scientists in the 21st Century didn’t even think it could be done, yet here I was with the Wolfegang taking us to our destinations hundreds of light-years away, thousands even, and it only took a few weeks – months at most.
“Are you all right?” Andvari asked. He looked concerned.
“Yes, I’m fine. Just blown away I guess.” I straightened and we continued walking through the library while Andvari collected books and occasionally headed back to the table when my arms were full.
“I’m really glad you’re on my side to help me look for this necklace,” I said after an extended silence. When he sat down at the table I did as well and opened a book at random. “Now, back to this whole prince thing,” I said.
“We should focus on our work, Lady Katerina.”
My eyes narrowed. I’d noticed he used my supposed title when he wanted to avoid giving me personal information. It was the same trick I used when I reminded Wolfe he was the Captain and I was technically his employee. “Why won’t you just tell me?” I asked.
“We do not tell strangers. What if you were after secrets to my planet’s defense? Wouldn’t the son of the king do nicely? Would you not assume you could use the prince as leverage if he does not know what you wish?” Andvari was angry and his blue eyes flashed as he stared me down.
I smiled back and refused to give in to his bait. “I think it’s cool that the Prince of Reidgotaland was sneaking around in my rooms.”
His expression fell into blankness. I shocked him and I was pretty proud of it.
“Also,” I said. “It would be convenient if said person doesn’t know your title so you can spy on them, huh?”
Now he looked uncomfortable. He shifted his weight and looked away from me.
“Well,” I said. “It’s always good to know I have a prince around if I need one. Oh, by the way, I’m also the Queen of Sheba.” I grinned and looked down at the book in front of me.
“Where is Sheba?” Andvari asked.
I laughed. “I’m just playing,” I told him.
Andvari looked confused but didn’t say anything. I flipped through pages as I remembered how tedious research could be. It was another reason why I had questioned my sanity when declaring my major. I wrote down notes when I found something interesting, but there wasn’t a whole lot. Reidgotaland didn’t have much in the way of translating languages. They had dictionaries and informational texts, but nothing more substantial than that.
Ricky came by a few hours later with food and let me know he was headed to help Wolfe and Celeste. I nodded and he dropped his notes off with me before he disappeared from the library. When he walked out the doors I could no longer feel his presence. It was odd how empty a room felt when Ricky left even when I couldn’t see him.
I looked at the Russian words again and told myself I had to be able to translate that at least. I spoke the damn language; I should be able to figure it out. The English translation of the Japanese was written out, but we hadn’t managed to translate more on our way here. The phrase ‘not part of history’ made a little more sense now. Technically the necklace wasn’t part of history, but part of mythology. We’d learned that tidbit when we figured out what the rune stood for. Though now we were on Reidgotaland it wasn’t mythology, but actually history. Whoever wrote the phrase in Japanese probably thought the story of Freyja’s necklace was only a legend and couldn’t possibly be a real event. A few weeks ago I might’ve said the same thing.
The Russian phrase, for whatever reason, I could only partially translate. Why did I have such a hard time translating a language I could easily speak and write? The alphabet could’ve evolved. I’d done a little studying on the way to this galaxy and found out Russian was essentially a dead language now, only a tiny population who lived on Earth spoke it on a daily basis. They’d said the same about Gaelic before they re-declared it a national language. I tapped my pencil on the desk as I thought. The library grew darker and the staff came through and lit candles all over the place. Hundreds of them flickered and the light soothed me as the chill began to gather.
I watched as Andvari crossed to the enormous fireplace that sat on the north side of the library. One of the staff scurried over and helped him start a roaring fire. The man bowed before he left Andvari’s side. How had I not noticed before? I always figured he was someone important; I must’ve dismissed it and never realized exactly how important Andvari was.
I needed to focus but my mind kept wandering as I flipped through the endless stacks of books. My eyes unfocused on the Russian words in front of me until they blurred and the lines began to bleed into one another. ‘Beware…’ the word seemed to suddenly pop out at me and I stared, my eyes refocusing on their own. I could still read the word, but it wasn’t the Russian word I knew for ‘beware.’ I turned my head to the side and saw it was an old word for ‘caution.’ The Russian written on the map was older than what I knew? How could that even be possible? This map had to be thousands of years old and somehow survived all this time.
I squared my shoulders and relaxed as I started to write, hoping the translation might be subconscious. Any ability I could make use of so far from the genetic experimentation was a reaction, a survival instinct. The responses were hard for me to control and I hadn’t figured out how to make it something I could do on command. The new abilities lay hidden, and I assumed it was my mind trying to protect me. It gave me pieces when it thought I could handle it. It was my working theory at the moment anyways.
My hand stopped moving and I looked down at the paper. I’d somehow translated the entire phrase. When I looked back at the Old Russian words their meaning was suddenly clear as day. I had no idea how I hadn’t seen it before.
“Beware what lies beneath,” I whispered. Ominous words for sure. A chill ran over my skin and I rubbed at the goosebumps on my arms.
“Did you find something?” Andvari asked as he strode over to me.
I looked up at his strong, muscular form. He stood in shadow from the light of the fire and in that moment I could see how he might be descended from the gods. No mere mortal could look so fierce and have such a crackling aura. His long, blond hair glistened gold. I blinked and the spell broke.
“I translated one of the phrases,” I said excitedly. “It says right here, ‘beware what lies beneath.’”
Andvari peered at the words. “That does not bode well.”
“No, but it implies that Wolfe’s idea of finding something in a cave is correct. Where else would danger from beneath be?” I stood and stretched. I needed to move or I felt like I would jump right out of my skin. I paced in front of the fire and allowed the warmth to soothe the goosebumps. “It could be a simple warning or it could be part of the legend. Maybe there is something like a kraken in the lake? I don’t know, but I doubt there’s such a creature.” I stopped in my tracks. “What time is it?” I glanced outside and it was pitch black. “I’m supposed to meet up with Ricky.”
Andvari rubbed his beard and looked fidgety.
“What’s wrong with you?” I asked as I gathered up my tablet and notes.
His hand fell to his side and he straightened. He was so tall. “Nothing,” he said dismissively. “I’ll send word to the Gunnars and make sure they have ammunition just in case.”
“What are Gunnars?” I asked with a frown.
He strode with purpose through the library and held the door open for me. “They are our transport ships. We call them Gunnars,” Andvari said. “They are also prepped for war if necessary.”
I walked through the door and muttered a ‘thanks’. I stopped outside the doors and watched as he walked away. I wondered if everything in this place had two purposes. They functioned out of necessity and then doubled as a weapon or warrior for any sort of invasion. How many things had I overlooked?




 
I stood in the hallway outside of the library and tried to remember exactly how I’d gotten there that morning. I was deep in the castle and far below ground level. I had to locate stairs then maybe I could find my bearings and make it back to my rooms. I stared into the darkness of the hall Andvari had disappeared down and wished he could have escorted me back to a part of the castle I recognized before he left without a word.
The hall in front of me seemed like a fine choice since there were no stairs to be seen. The lights glowed every few yards but there was a dark patch between each sconce and it made me a little nervous. My eyes had a hard time adjusting so quickly. Finally I reached the end of the hall and opened the door. Instantly I knew I was outside by the smell alone. Wasn’t I supposed to be underground? The capitol wasn’t on level ground and from the dark outline of trees in front of me I knew I’d ended up near the foot of the mountain, where the forest began.
I turned around to go back the way I came, but stopped when I heard a twig snap. My entire body froze while my mind tried to figure out what it was. I didn’t move a muscle. My ears strained, listening for any noise. There was a soft, repetitive sound. Maybe it was footfalls on the forest’s underbrush? I was still so new to all this superhuman power shit and it frustrated me that I felt as deaf and blind as I had as a normal person. What good did it do if I couldn’t decipher the sound?
“Lady?” A soft voice called out. I instantly recognized the voice as Alva’s and relaxed.
“It’s me,” I said.
“Are you lost?” She asked. The sound of her voice and her footfalls came closer.
“Yes, I think so. Andvari abandoned me. Apparently he forgot I don’t know my way around, especially in the dark when everything looks so different.”
I could make out the outline of her shape against the forest, but there was a hulking shadow next to her and it lumbered with purpose. I nervously watched it until my eyes were able to make out what I saw. Alva walked up to me with a giant wolf by her side.
“What the hell?!” I yelled and jerked back. Even with fear telling me to run, I stayed my ground. Wolves were predators and he would chase if I ran; his instincts wouldn’t give him another choice. So I stood there, with every fiber in my being shaking and yelling at me to get the hell out of there. “Alva, please tell me what is going on,” I said through clenched teeth.
Alva stopped a few feet away from me. “Katerina, don’t be afraid. This is Fenrir, I found him as a pup when his family abandoned him.” She watched me curiously, as did the wolf.
It didn’t ease my nerves at all when I watched Fenrir approach me delicately. He picked his way across with care and held his head down.
“Are you sure this isn’t some breed of mutant wolf?” I asked. “He is way too big,” I kept my voice quiet and as calm as I could manage, not wanting to scare him. I watched the wolf as he stopped right in front of me and sat down, his tongue lolling out of his mouth as he panted exactly like a damned dog. It didn’t make me feel any better because the overgrown wolf’s head reached my shoulders from a sitting position. The wolf and I stared at each other.
“He is a rare breed of mountain wolf, the largest of his kind. He is a sweet boy though,” Alva said as she approached us. She ruffled the hair on his head and smiled at me.
Fenrir licked my hand and I twitched at the touch. He seemed docile enough; though I kept in mind he could kill me without a second thought. I slowly turned to face him and crouched down until we were at eye level. He put his nose in my neck and hair and then licked my face from jaw to eye.
“Thank you for that,” I said as I wiped the slobber off my face. Fenrir’s tongue flopped out of his mouth and it looked like he was laughing at me. “You’re just a big dog.” I could feel the fear and nervous energy drain away. Slowly and cautiously I held up my hand and reached for him. I watched him closely for any signs he would attack. My fingertips brushed his fur and then my entire hand rested on his head. His fur felt rougher than it looked. I stroked it softly.
Deciding he wouldn’t attack me, I straightened and turned to Alva. “He’s an amazing creature.”
She ruffled his fur. “Yes, he is. He has been a great companion to me.” She looked up with a smile. “Do you want help finding your way back to your rooms?”
“Yes, because otherwise I might never find my way back,” I said gratefully.
Alva opened the door I came through and the three of us started down the hall. I glanced at the wolf, but Alva didn’t seem concerned the wolf would scare the living daylights out of anyone. Another oddity about her I noted. “Are you coming on the mission tomorrow?” I asked.
Alva shook her head, her face full of regret. “No, lady, I’m sorry I can’t. I have other duties to perform.”
I glanced at her with my eyebrows raised. “I thought you were in charge of foreign relations? How do you have other duties when the only foreigners on the planet will be gone tomorrow?” I couldn’t keep the suspicious accusations from my voice.
Alva found the stairs and we went up them with the wolf behind us. The hairs on my neck prickled. I didn’t think the wolf would attack me from behind, but I also didn’t trust that he was as domesticated as he appeared. When we reached the landing Alva stopped and gave me a long, appraising look.
“The king is staying here tomorrow and asked me to stay with him. I am what you would call his…assistant, and he is worried someone from the Federation might have followed you here. The king has us checking every weak point in our defense system. We have to check all of our supplies, weapons, and shields to be cautious.”
These people were serious. “Then why did you let us stay?” I asked. “Why risk it?”
She shrugged and continued up the stairs. “We want to find the necklace if we can and we did not want to take the map from you. We did not think you would sell it to us, so the king made the decision to allow you to carry out your mission. We don’t fight if we don’t have to.”
I followed closely behind her. As supposed descendants from the Norse gods, that didn’t sound right. The Vikings were notorious for their desire to fight and die in battle. They were seen as demons by the British thousands of years ago, not afraid to die. If I believed in eternal feasting and merriment in Valhalla I would’ve been eager to die in battle as well. So what Alva said to me didn’t make any sense. “Why don’t you fight?” I asked.
Finally we reached my floor and I recognized where we were. Fenrir leapt the last few steps to Alva’s side. I tried not to shy away from his massive form and kept my breathing calm and even. Wolves could smell fear and I didn’t want to look like a snack.
Alva turned and eyed me with suspicion. “What do you mean?” she asked.
Suddenly I felt like she was playing a game, trying to feel out how much I knew about her people. I decided to chance it. “If you die fighting,” I said, keeping my face neutral. “You go to Valhalla. Fighting is what your people are renowned for. I’m sure you’re aware of that.” I crossed my arms and waited to see what she would say next.
“Only if we have to,” she replied. “There aren’t many of us left and our culture is dying. We hope the necklace will give back some of what we lost. Your room is that way. I will see you in the morning.” Alva disappeared with her wolf and I was left standing there with my questions.
I walked down the hall as I mused. I’d gathered a lot of information that day between Andvari and Alva. Maybe they thought the necklace would bring back more of their gifts, or help them fight back against the Federation. Alva used the word ‘we’ a lot. Was she using it as the royal ‘we’ or did she have certain people in mind as she said it? Did ‘we’ include the king? I remembered what Andvari said as I opened the door to my rooms. His people were descended from gods apparently. If they actually were demigods, was Alva able to do what he could? Or could she…I don’t know, control thunder and lightning? I almost laughed at myself and threw my tablet and notes on my bed.
“How did the research go today?” Ricky asked as he walked in.
I’d almost forgotten we were supposed to meet up tonight. I sat on the edge of my bed and shrugged a shoulder at him. “It went fine. Which reminds me, I wanted to ask you about this.” I rifled through my notes and handed him the paper with the Russian translation. “How the hell was I able to do that?” I asked.
Ricky took the paper and wandered into the living room. I followed him in and saw a fire already crackling in the fireplace. I was thankful for the staff and reminded myself to mention it tomorrow, and then I saw food waiting on the table. I sat on the couch across from Ricky and dug in. My metabolism was higher and I’d noticed I was hungrier since I’d woken up from suspended animation. I had no idea where the energy went, but I never gained weight so it had to be going somewhere.
“This translation brings up a lot of questions,” Ricky said and placed the paper on the table. “We’ll have to be careful and keep an eye out.”
“Or it could mean nothing,” I said.
“It’s better to be safe,” Ricky said. He got up and moved to sit next to me. “I am not sure how you translated it without taking a look through your memories.”
I had known this was coming, but it still made me uneasy. I nodded. “What are you going to do?” I asked.
“I’ve never tried something like this before,” he admitted. “So I’m going to attempt to connect with you mentally like I did when I showed you my memories, but instead of showing you mine, I’m going to look through yours and see how vast and able your mind is.”
I looked askance at him. “How is that even possible?”
“Most human neural pathways are created at a young age. When parts of the brain aren’t used, such as the section for language, those neural pathways close down after a certain age to direct more power to the synapses firing in the parts of the brain that are used. When synapses fire quickly in many parts of the brain, those humans are usually considered geniuses, although the definition of genius has shifted since aliens and humans have begun interacting. Some species of aliens have larger brains and the quick synapse fire is the norm for their species. If your neurons are firing quicker and quicker you would be able to access information faster. It could seem almost instantaneous to others.” Ricky shifted as he contemplated his next words. “With the alterations to your genes and the constantly replicating stem cells you possess, in theory, you could be reopening neural pathways that were previously closed down, creating a larger neural network in the brain. It would be similar to the brains and neural pathways of a ‘genius.’”
I scoffed, like I could be a genius. The thought was ridiculous. “All right,” I said. “Do your worst.”
Ricky looked at me for a second, like he wondered how exactly he should go about this. “I’m going to have to touch you since it strengthens what I can see, is that okay?” he asked.
I nodded. Being touched still made me uncomfortable, but I was used to Ricky since he performed all of my medical tests and treatments. “Go for it.” I prayed it wasn’t going to hurt.
Ricky gently placed his fingers on my temples and closed his eyes. I shut mine as well and hoped it would help. I took a deep breath and whispered, “You’re not allowed to judge, okay?”
“I won’t,” he said quietly.
Nothing happened and I couldn’t tell if he was able to see anything.
“Relax,” he said. “It’s not going to hurt.”
I breathed deeply and let it out slowly. I unclenched each muscle and let my mind wander. Suddenly I felt a tugging in my mind. Images started to flash by too fast for me to register what I saw and the tugging became more of a digging sensation, kind of like a pressure headache. The Russian phrase snapped to the forefront of my mind and the alphabet transformed fluidly, like running water, and the ink formed the English alphabet. The letters rearranged themselves until I could easily understand what they said like I had earlier in the day. Those same images repeated in my mind in the same order, slower, and slower. I had no idea why my mind did that, moving and rearranging them until they made sense, but I hoped Ricky could figure it out.
He let go slowly and I snapped open my eyes, his presence completely gone from my head. He opened his eyes slowly and it took a minute for them to focus on me. “Well,” he said. “That was interesting.”
I leaned back, annoyed. “That’s all you have to say?”
One of the logs in the fire popped loudly and Ricky’s trance broke. He blinked quickly a few times and then grabbed something from the table and popped it in his mouth. He chewed slowly as he thought. “Different sections of the human brain are used for different things, right?”
I nodded in agreement. I vaguely remembered reading something about it when I’d studied biology. “What about it?”
The tip of Ricky’s long finger tapped the back of my head near the top. “The cerebral cortex and the hippocampus in the human brain are larger in bilingual or multilingual humans.” His finger fell away.
I remained quiet. I still didn’t understand what he was getting at. I grabbed a glass of water and sipped at it.
Ricky sat back and rested his arms along the top of the couch. “The hippocampus in vertebrates controls long-term and short-term memory as well as spatial navigation,” he said. “As someone who spoke more than one language before your genetic changes, those parts of your brain were already above average and in great working order. It would make sense you could learn other languages now, quicker than before.”
I put the glass down and crossed my arms. We both already figured that was the reason why I could pick up almost anything now. “It still doesn’t explain the absorption of a language,” I said. “How you do it and how I was able to translate the Russian phrase when I couldn’t before.”
Ricky grabbed another bite. “You could already speak Russian and you’ve studied mythology, right?”
“Yeah, so what?”
“If the change in your genetics helped open more parts of your brain and the electrical impulses became stronger, then you would be able to access more, and perfectly.”
“So like an eidetic memory?” I asked.
“Exactly, you would be able to remember everything you’ve ever seen, heard, or read with perfect accuracy. Simply because you might not be aware of it, doesn’t mean your brain is not capable of it. You translated those words once you relaxed.”
“What does Russian have to do with mythology?” I stood up and paced around the room. “This isn’t making any sense.”
“Some scholars theorized that the Slavic people and the Norsemen were the same. Their languages evolving differently over time based on their locations. If you understand root languages, Katerina, you can essentially break down any language to its core and pick it up from there, rebuilding each word, which in theory means learning Norse should not be difficult for you.”
I stopped and stared at him. Sure, his explanation sounded logical, but it didn’t explain how he learned languages. “How do you absorb them?” I asked and sat next to him again. I was restless and I couldn’t keep still.
“How do you learn a language normally?” he asked. “Words associated with pictures. Words associated with other words, and root words. If I look through someone’s mind and see the words associated with pictures and ideas, the root words and companion words do the rest.”
I was fascinated. “How does that work across species?”
Ricky smiled. “The pictures, and then I have to read up on the rest, such as grammar, like anyone else.”
I sat back, stunned. “So you have an eidetic memory then.”
“Yes,” he said. “My species’ brain size is almost double a human’s.”
I jiggled my leg. Could I read anything and instantly know it? I tried to remember back to things I’d read since waking up on Earth. I had no issues remembering the details, but it didn’t seem particularly unusual to me. I’d always had great grades in school and remembering facts was something I’d been good at.
Ricky watched me process all the information he’d given me. “The extent of what you can do is still unknown, Katerina. In theory, you could read faster, process faster, and remember it all with understanding. You may not be able to absorb a language as I can, but you could by listening to it and letting your memory break it down then translate what you know to what you can hear. Much like these people can,” he said and waved his hand to indicate the people on Reidgotaland. “If you spoke Russian to them, I’m sure they would learn it even quicker than they did English.”
How did I do that though, how did I just let something happen? I popped a piece of bread in my mouth and chewed, trying to figure it out.
Ricky stood. “Stop making it so complex. How did you learn Russian or Japanese? Apply those same methods if you have to, but be open to understanding. It’s not as frightening as you think it is. Allowing something to happen is not the same as losing control.”
I stopped chewing and my leg stilled. He’d voiced my biggest fear. He knew exactly what I was afraid of and I still didn’t know how to overcome it. I looked up at him warily and knew he’d seen everything. Everything I’d been trying to hide, what happened the night before, and the fear that I was losing my humanity.
I looked away. It was pointless to ask if he was sure, because I knew he was. The fear didn’t want me to believe it though. I’d always read the smarter you were, the higher the brain function, and the less emotional you were. Most geniuses from my time couldn’t process emotions and didn’t know how to read facial cues. Logic ruled over everything. I didn’t want to lose that part of me; I didn’t want to stop feeling. I was afraid of what I would do if I did shut down my emotions, what I would be capable of.
Ricky placed his hand on my shoulder and squeezed reassuringly. “Remember, you can always choose. You have the capacity to keep your humanity as well as the benefits of knowledge. You learn quickly and you know the pros and cons of emotion. Would you let emotion cloud your judgment during an emergency? Or would you do what needs to be done?”
An image of bodies littering the floor flashed by and I cringed. “I think we already know the answer to that,” I said quietly. Survival was a desperate bitch and nothing could stand in her way.
“But you didn’t leave Wolfe to die, did you?”
I shrugged. No, I hadn’t, but I also owed him my life. If I hadn’t owed him a life debt, I don’t know what I would have done. Would I leave him in danger now, any of them? I looked up and Ricky was gone. He always knew when I needed to be alone, but this time he’d known before I had.
I changed for bed and slowly crawled under the covers. Could I leave my crew? Would I sacrifice one for the majority? I wasn’t exactly a people person even before the experiment. It would depend on the majority, I supposed. If it was between my brother and my crew, what would I do? The thought haunted me.




 
I stood in the hall outside my door with my pack over my shoulder. The sun still hid behind the mountains. It was dark and way too early for me to be awake. I waited for the others to come out of their rooms and looked around to see if Andvari was anywhere to be seen. He was supposed to lead us to the airstrip where they housed the Gunnars. These small transport ships were supposed to take us straight to the lakes where we would spend the day searching for something that would give us our next step to finding the necklace, Brisingamen.
Andvari melted out of the shadows and strode towards me. I blinked in confusion, I was pretty sure he didn’t appear out of nowhere. I must’ve fallen asleep with my eyes open again. Every once in a while my brain shut off if it was too early and I essentially took a nap whether I sat or stood.
“Good morning, lady,” Andvari said, his voice louder than I cared for.
I winced and repeated back the greeting, reminding him again not to call me by a title. He ignored me as he usually did.
“Are you ready to go out today?” He asked while we waited for the others.
I lifted a shoulder and let it drop. “As I’ll ever be, I guess. I’ve never done anything like this before.” There was one trip to Egypt I went on with my university, but it was an archeological dig already set up and underway. I’d spent most of my time sifting through dirt. Why they sent us in the middle of summer I’ll never understand. The temperature spiked up to over 120 degrees. Thankfully, it was autumn here at least.
“Scholars study,” I said when I caught him giving me a weird look. “Outside is not something that is done often.”
Wolfe and Ricky walked up and saved me from more awkward, morning talk. It was difficult for me to string together a thought in the pre-dawn hours, let alone a sentence. “Where’s Celeste?” I asked crankily.
“I am here, human,” she said. Her footsteps were silent on the marble.
I waited for the retort but it never came. I shrugged and hefted my pack up higher. “Let’s go then.”
Andvari led the way and took us out of the palace through the back. I couldn’t even begin to memorize the passageways and stairs we took with how tired I was. The grogginess would wear off soon I hoped. When we stepped outside the air was crisp and there was a small bit of dawn light coming from the mountains. It tinted everything in a rosy glow.
“Are we almost there?” I asked as we climbed a steep incline.
“Just over the hill,” Andvari replied.
The sun rose quicker than it did on Earth and I enjoyed the warmth on my skin. I missed the sun when I was on the Wolfegang, and my tan, as vain as that sounded. I never expected to live anywhere other than the beach and now I lived on a spaceship where the sun-like stars in space were few and far between. Ricky told me once the lights in the ship were part UV, to help give us the vitamin D we lacked while on the ship. I didn’t know if I believed him, because my skin was as white as it had been the day I woke up from the suspended animation.
The hill sloped down gently into a small airstrip. There were a few rows of Gunnars, ready to go when necessary. I pulled my tablet from my pack and checked my notes. “We’ll probably start with the closest mountain range and head west over the land,” I said. Ricky and Wolfe would be alone with a strange soldier since neither Arik nor Alva could make it, so I wanted to make sure Ricky knew the plan before they headed off.
I checked out the maps Andvari had uploaded. “So you are going east to...the Shadow Mountains,” I confirmed.
Ricky nodded. “Yes, we should be back before nightfall. There are two different lakes in that mountain range, so I thought it would be wise to spend the whole day in the area,” Ricky said. He shielded his eyes from the glaring sun. It was getting warm fast.
Andvari stopped before we hit the asphalt. “Ricky and Wolfe, you are assigned to Gunnar Four,” he pointed to the one closest to us. “The rest of us will be taking Gunnar Five.”
I grabbed Ricky’s arm before he left. “Please be careful,” I whispered. “Make sure to update me as much as you can. We might have to meet up tonight and camp out.”
Ricky tapped his belt. “I have my comms on me, I’ll check in at midday, and again when the sun sets. We can make further plans from there, sound good?”
I hesitated. “Yeah, just…watch out okay? We don’t know what’s out there and you’ll be with someone we haven’t even met.”
Wolfe stood a few feet in front of us and patiently waited for Ricky. I eyed him as I spoke. “I think the two of you will be fine, but I don’t want the soldier pushing you off a cliff or out of the transport.”
Ricky nodded. “We’ll be safe. Watch your backs,” he said and gave me a quick hug.
I waved good-bye to Wolfe and then followed Andvari up into our Gunnar where Celeste was already buckled in.
“Took you two long enough,” she snapped. “Are we leaving?”
I sighed and sat next to her, strapping in. “Yes Celeste, we are leaving.”
Andvari tried to hide a smile as he strapped himself into the copilot’s seat.
“Get ready for takeoff,” Andvari announced over the intercom. I placed the headset over my ears and prepared myself for a flight I wasn’t going to forget.
The Gunnar levitated and then swept over the land like it weighed nothing. My hands gripped the arms of the chair as a sick feeling settled in the pit of my stomach, similar to the feeling one gets when riding on a roller coaster. The Gunnar dipped and swerved over the land with agility and grace. It didn’t make me feel any better to see Andvari and the pilot calm, as if this was an average flight and not a death wish. I glanced over at Celeste and she looked about as green as I felt. It was almost worse than hyperspace – the brief moment of nothingness pulling on your navel – no, this flight was pure chaos in comparison. I dared to look out the window; the trees whipped below us and the land flew by. The Gunnar was fast, there was no doubt about that.
Everything I saw was so bright and colorful, like each molecule was made for perfection. The wind swept through the open sides of the Gunnar and it smelled amazing, all the fresh air laced with the green, growing things. We followed the coastline north, over the grasslands, and over the city Njord to the crags; where the land raised high above the water with steep cliffs overlooking the ocean. It reminded me a lot of the cliffs in Ireland or one of the fjords I’d seen in Denmark or Norway. I stretched my neck to see just how high the cliff was above the ocean. It was a sheer drop down from the edge. Close to the coast were the crags that rose as high as the land, almost as if part of it had crumbled and fell into the ocean, lost forever, leaving only those pillars as a reminder.
The Gunnar dipped over the coastline and flew between the land and the crags. The pilot expertly wove in and out of the rock formations while the ocean sparkled. The spray on the rocks was visible in the sun, glinting and glittering with prismatic light. The sudden movement and quick maneuvering of the Gunnar by the pilot had my stomach dropping but the views distracted me and I couldn’t help but peer out the window in wonder. The planet was practically untouched.
We came around a bend and water poured over the edge of the cliffs. We flew higher so we could see what was on the surface. There was a massive lake with runoffs which formed into three, beautiful waterfalls. The water dropped down thousands of feet into the ocean. I was mesmerized by the way the sun hit the waterfalls and made it look like liquid fire.
“Is there anywhere near here you can land?” I asked over the intercom.
Andvari translated for me and the pilot started lowering the Gunnar towards a small clearing. The clearing was only a few hundred feet from the lake and the drop off. I checked the map on my tablet. We were at the lake Sigrun, the largest lake on the capitol continent. The Gunnar landed with a small jolt and then the pilot turned off the engines.
I unbuckled the straps keeping me secure, in a hurry to get outside and look around. The waterfalls made a deafening roar. From what I could see all the water seemed to be coming from the lake Sigrun. I looked around and saw mountains to the west not far off on the horizon. I grabbed my pack and hopped off the Gunnar.
“Andvari, do you think we should hike around the lake?” I asked.
Andvari jumped down from the copilot’s seat and gave the pilot some instructions in Norse before he turned to me. “Details would be missed from afar, walking would bring us closer.”
Celeste stepped down gracefully form the Gunnar, her long legs giving her an advantage. She put her pack on and strapped it around her middle before she deigned to look at our surroundings.
“You need to pay attention and look out for anything that may be useful,” I said to Celeste. “We can’t afford to miss anything. You remember what the symbol we’re looking for is, right?” I asked her.
She nodded but didn’t say anything. I gave her a look before I headed towards the lake. Celeste slid her giant knife from her boot then followed me and Andvari. He dropped a few feet behind us and stayed there, leaving a good amount of space between us. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to give us privacy, or if he was simply in the mood to be alone.
As we walked I noticed there were almost no trees in this area. There were a few around the lake, but not many. I headed straight for the drop off. I wanted to see the magnitude of that drop from the land on my own two feet.
“I suggest we head northwest around the lake first,” Celeste said.
I stopped in my tracks. “Why do you say that?” I asked, cocking my head to the side as I tried to gauge her motive.
She looked down at me. “If we go my way first, we should hit the drop off a little after this planet’s midday, and the sun will be over the waterfalls.”
I was shocked, stunned even. Was she trying to be thoughtful? “Uh, okay,” I said. “I think that’s a good idea.” I changed my direction and took her suggested route.
The grasses were long and brushed up against my knees. The utter quiet was pleasant. There were only a few calls from the birds and buzzing from the insects. I wandered in my thoughts while the soft swish of the grasses, the roar of the waterfalls, the steps of my companions, and the wind whipping through my hair soothed me.
I glanced at Celeste as she walked by my side. Maybe she was warming up to me? I wondered if I should try having a conversation with her. She seemed less tense than usual, but I couldn’t be sure. Her face was passive as always. She wasn’t doing the thing she usually did when we were somewhere new, that darting look at anything that moved. It always put me on edge, but I always understood her reasons.
“So what did you do before all of this with Wolfe?” I asked, waving my arm not only to indicate the searching, but everything included in being a part of the Wolfegang.
There was silence. I stepped lightly as I listened for her answer, though I didn’t actually expect one. Sometimes you never realized how little you knew about the people you saw every day until thinking about it. I started to think she might not respond at all. I glanced to my side and Celeste wasn’t there. She’d fallen a few steps behind. I adjusted my pack and stopped walking so she could catch up with me.
“I know where I am walking,” she said. Her words weren’t as sharp as normal. “I do not need you to show me like a child.”
“Yes, I’m aware, but I was wondering if you were going to answer my question.” I fell into step next to her, my pace a little faster simply to keep up with her long strides.
“I suppose I would not have to kill you, if I told you,” she said.
I looked up to see if she was joking. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear the corner of her mouth hid a small smile.
We walked in silence for a bit longer. I checked behind me and Andvari still kept his distance. He never fell too far behind, so I decided to leave it alone. We hit the edge of the lake and followed the curve of the beach. I stayed out where the long grasses were; the footing would be sturdier and we wouldn’t lose time. I wasn’t sure how they measured distance on this planet, but this was going to be a particularly long day. It was maybe fifteen miles to the top of the lake? It was near the most northern point of the continent. At least the view was beautiful.
“I used to work for the government on my planet.”
I’d almost forgotten I’d asked Celeste a question. “Doing what?” I could feel the muscles in my legs strain and it felt good. With my altered genes, my body liked to be worked; it seemed to thrive off of it.
“I was in charge of the military; my job title was Master General,” Celeste stated.
It was like Celeste was a real person with an actual past. Master General, it sure explained a lot. It explained her reluctance to leave strategic control to the likes of Wolfe and me. She was so fascinating even if I normally refused to admit it. When I’d first met her, the idea of someone who looked human who wasn’t, who looked like she walked straight out of a science fiction movie, had intrigued me. Celeste was more than some scary presence that hid in the corners of the ship to give me heart attacks. “What happened?” I asked. I picked a flower and twirled it between my fingers. It was white and fragile. It seemed to fit with the landscape and the weather. The freezing wind getting colder the further north we walked.
“The government on my planet was overthrown by the Federation,” Celeste reminded me and looked annoyed she had to do so. “We were no longer a free planet after the war was lost. There was no military to run. There was no work for someone like me. We were enslaved by the Federation’s rule to slowly starve because the people of the Galactic Federation were too afraid to employ us.”
I said nothing. What could I possibly say to that? ‘Oh, I’m sorry your entire world fell apart, I completely understand?’ I couldn’t say that, because then I would have to explain to her how my own world had fallen apart.
“I bet if you had maybe a few more warriors on your side, you would have won the war,” I said. The wind pushed my hair in my face again. I tied it up while I watched her.
She laughed, actually out loud laughing; definitely recognizable as mirth. “Why do you say such a thing?” Celeste asked.
“Oh, just that if I was the Federation I would want nothing to do with a planet run by women warriors and led by you. A few more fighters and they would have run.” I smiled at her as we walked.
She didn’t try to hide her grin. “Well, they were human.”
“And we all know how effective they are,” I said, a smile played on my lips when she looked to see if I was being serious.
“For a human, you are not quite as detestable as I originally assumed.”
I think that was about as close to a compliment I was going to get for the time being. “Thank you Celeste, that’s sweet of you to say.”
She looked confused again. I loved how she never really understood the concept of sarcasm. It might not have been programmed into her warrior training or something. She never could figure out when I was being serious or sarcastic.
Even if she didn’t particularly like or trust me, I was glad to have her on my side. You wanted someone like her to have your back. Having her on the opposite side of a battlefield would be terrifying.
My thoughts strayed in the silence. The blue sky seemed endless and the water on the lake was still and smooth as glass. I picked up a rock and chucked it into the lake. I watched the ripples and wondered what Kris would be like when I finally found him. I knew I was different after only a few months of living in this time. At least I knew my brother was most likely alive. That thought had alleviated some of the stress I carried.
Would Kris still be the same person I knew, or would I have trouble finding my best friend in the new man he’d become? I could only imagine what he’d been through on his own. He was too careful and thought we would be safer the harder it was for me to find him. If only because it would make whoever might be keeping an eye on me from finding him as well, or so I assumed.
What if I actually did have to leave my crew behind? Could I leave Ricky, the closest thing I had to a friend? I might even miss Celeste’s prickly personality at the rate things were going. And Wolfe, we’ve had our ups and downs, but we were actually getting closer to friends every day. I don’t know what I would do without his support and help. I relied on him, more than I’d realized.
He was the one who helped me escape the prison and he hadn’t ever mentioned what he saw; the results of what I’d done. The bodies that had littered the floor – there had been so much blood, rivers of it. I was drugged, but the guilt still tugged at me, even though every rational part of my brain told me it needed to be done; they were bad people.
“Kat?” Celeste’s honeyed voice cut through my thoughts.
“What?” I snapped and whipped my head to the side to glare at her.
Celeste calculatingly appraised me and I felt bad. It wasn’t her fault I was on edge. “Sorry,” I said. “What is it?”
“It is getting colder,” she said matter-of-factly. “Maybe you should put on your coat? Your lips are blue.”
“Thanks,” I mumbled. The wind was freezing though the sun was warm. I put on my jacket and checked behind us. Andvari never left his post about five yards behind us.
A few hours passed in silence and then we stopped around midday for a quick lunch. Celeste had put her coat on the second we left the Gunnar. Andvari was wearing a lightweight shirt. “Aren’t you cold?” I asked him.
He had forgone the five to ten yards from us during lunch. “No,” he replied. “It’s still nice out. In a few hours when the sun starts to go down I will.”
I was jealous. I wished I could be comfortable in such varying degrees of weather. I was cold enough I put a sweater on underneath the coat while we rested. My scarf and gloves I would put on when we finished.
We sat in the long grasses and ate out of our packs. I couldn’t see much over the grass but it was still nice. Birds flew over us and we were mostly protected from the wind by the coarse grass while we sat. “So, why are you keeping your distance?” I asked Andvari. It was something that had gnawed at me since we’d left the Gunnar.
“I’m keeping watch,” he stated. His eyes never rested on one spot for too long. They flicked around like he expected something to jump out at us.
“Something I should be worried about?” I asked and chewed on some jerky.
Andvari’s eyes rested on me once again. “No, not at this time of year.”
I nodded and laid back to stare up at the sky. “How do you live in such beauty all the time?” I asked.
“The most beautiful creations have the most deadly teeth,” was his only reply.
That certainly was true when it came to Celeste, as if she were created to suck someone into her beauty just so she could slit their throat that much easier.
“It’s so mild out here,” I said and looked around. “I haven’t seen anything possibly dangerous.”
“Kat,” Andvari warned. “Just because you can’t see it, doesn’t mean it is not there. You should know that.”
Andvari was hiding something from me. He probably thought it was for my own good so I wouldn’t worry, but I didn’t like being kept in the dark. I put the rest of my food back into my pack. “Well, obviously I realize that,” I said. “But it doesn’t mean you can’t give me a warning, a ‘hey, watch out’, or something along those lines.’”
“I am keeping my eyes open for you. I will loudly say ‘watch out’ if I happen to see anything threatening.” Andvari put his things away and offered me his hand. He helped me up and then Celeste. He was such a gentleman. Chivalry was in fact, not dead. Not on this planet anyway.
It occurred to me both Ricky and Wolfe would be considered chivalrous. I mentally shrugged. Maybe it was back in style.
I put on my gloves and scarf. The hiking should help me stay warm despite the chill. Celeste fell into step next to me. So far we had seen a whole lot of nothing helpful. It was all gorgeous, but nothing looked like it was purposely placed there, no carvings or paintings. There was simply nothing to see. It was all grass, beach, water, and wind. I got ready for hours of more monotony.
When the sun started to descend later in the afternoon we finally reached the top of the lake that ran off the cliff into the first waterfall. The wind was stronger here. I slowly stepped closer to the edge and tested the ground before I put all of my weight on the ledge. I stepped more carefully the further out I got and stopped when the toes of my boots barely touched the edge.
I looked out over the ocean and took a deep breath of the salty air. The water poured off the edge of the cliff and rainbows could be seen in the mist. When I looked down I could see the gap between the cliff wall and the water. Birds flew in between the crags and the sun set over the horizon precisely as Celeste had predicted. The wind was strong and cold. I wrapped my arms tightly around me and enjoyed the view.
“I do not think it is a good idea to stand so close,” Celeste warned. She stood maybe twenty yards behind me.
I looked back and thought she seemed nervous, but I’d never seen her nervous or scared before so I could’ve been imagining things. “Come on!” I called. “It’s wonderful! You should see the waterfall up close!”
“I am perfectly capable of seeing it from here,” Celeste stated.
I took a step back carefully and turned to face her. “Not like this you don’t.”
“It is colder there,” she complained, but she took a few steps closer.
I watched her closely. Celeste definitely seemed scared or at least anxious. “Are you afraid of heights?” I asked her.
She lifted her nose in indignation and took another step. “I am not afraid. I am simply aware of the dangers of falling from such a height. From here we would die.”
I almost laughed. “You are totally afraid of heights.”
Her glare was icy. “If you dare tell anyone…” she started to say.
I interrupted her quickly. “Don’t worry,” I said. “Your secret is safe with me.” I turned back and took it all in while I could; searing the view into my memory. I wanted to remember everything; the rocks that rose thousands of feet into the air, the sun travelling across the sky, the ocean, the crags, and the waterfall touched by the golden glow. I wished we didn’t have to leave, that we could stay on Reidgotaland forever.
I heard hesitant footsteps behind me and I turned my shoulders so I could see Celeste inching closer and closer. I stepped back so I stood with her, only a few feet away from the edge. “Do you want to come closer?” I asked.
“Not in the slightest.”
Andvari was clear of the edge, his position a few yards behind us and he watched us closely. “Kat, Celeste, I suggest you come back from there,” he called.
I wished we had more time but we needed to get going. I followed Celeste back to where Andvari stood. Then something caught my attention. It was just a flicker in the corner of my eye, something other than the wind that made the grass sway. I grabbed Celeste’s arm to stop her. “Don’t move,” I whispered.
Surprisingly, she listened to me. “What is it?” she asked quietly. She was rock solid and calm, ready for whatever it was.
“I don’t know yet.” I kept my eyes on the spot where I saw it, whatever it was.
“Is everything all right?” Andvari asked.
Something enormous and furred jumped from the spot I’d been staring at so intensely. It was three times my body size and headed toward Andvari like a train at full speed.
“Watch out!” I yelled. “It’s behind you!” I ran towards him with absolutely no idea what I was going to be able to do, but I couldn’t stand there and watch him get eaten. The thing had teeth the size of my arm.
Andvari turned and saw the creature plowing towards him. Andvari growled back at it and threw his shoulder to the side, face dark and body ready for the impact. He was crazy. There was no way he could take it on. I stopped and watched the two collide. It sounded like crashing boulders. I could hardly see what was going on but there were teeth and fur. Andvari had his arms locked around its neck. Geez, I wished he hadn’t been so far behind us. I picked up the pace and threw off my pack. The cat-like animal flipped Andvari and pinned him. It was only a matter of seconds before those teeth pierced his skin.
I came in at its side and crashed into the animal. We tumbled over Andvari and into a pile off to the side. I had surprised it, and it gave me time to scramble off the ground and face it. I watched it carefully from a crouched position and the feline clambered to its feet and paced in front of me. I could finally see what exactly it was; the animal was a giant cat, not a big one like a tiger or a lion, but about two or three times the size of a male lion. My mind couldn’t fathom what my eyes saw. The cat had to weigh at least two hundred pounds, its fur was a tawny gold, perfect for blending into the grass, and brown spots trickled down the center of its back. It had two large teeth protruding out of its mouth, exactly like a saber. Something dripped off of its teeth menacingly as it growled and paced, never once looking away from me.
I didn’t move, not sure what to do. If I ran it would give chase so I stayed still. It sized me up, deciding if I was edible or not. My hands shook, but otherwise I was completely still.
“Katerina,” Andvari said softly, not wanting to aggravate the giant cat. “Don’t you dare try anything. That is not saliva dripping from its teeth, but poison. Please, let me take care of this,” he pleaded. The air wheezed from his lungs and he still tried to catch his breath.
My eyes flicked back to him. He hadn’t moved from the ground. His hand was on his chest and he was trying to sit up. Celeste hadn’t moved from our original position. She waited for someone to tell her what to do. When she saw me glance at her, she moved slowly and surely.
Andvari reached out to me. “Kat, let me help you,” he said.
My eyes turned back to the giant cat pacing angrily in front of me. Its large green eyes locked onto mine. I wasn’t sure why it wasn’t attacking. It could see there were more of us than it, which might be the only reason I was still alive and not cat chow.
The grass shifted directly behind me and I didn’t have to look over my shoulder to know it was Celeste. Her lavender scent washed over me. I was impressed she had my back, no questions asked. She may be afraid of heights, but she didn’t seem afraid of this giant animal.
I slowly reached down and carefully slid my knife out of my boot. It was about the length of my forearm, almost as large as the cat’s teeth. I wasn’t sure it would be enough, but it was better than my bare hands. “Okay, I don’t know what to do,” I confessed to Celeste.
From the corner of my eye I saw Andvari move which shifted the grasses around him and the cat became agitated. “Andvari, please stop,” I said, my voice pitched lower than usual so it came out in a soothing tone. The cat didn’t need more reasons to be agitated, and it didn’t seem to like him.
A terrifying roar I could feel in my bones came from directly behind me. A second gigantic cat came out of nowhere. It leapt right over me and headed straight towards Celeste.
“Get down!” I screamed. I was trapped between two extremely dangerous, enormous felines and staying still was out of the question now.
I’d spent a lot of my time in high school watching Animal Planet. I knew what happened when animals hunted in pairs or in a pack. One attacked while the other waited for an opening; for any sign of weakness, and then they took it down and devoured the prey. I used to love watching how graceful the cats were when hunting, but now it made me sick to my stomach with fear and nerves.
I tried to calm my breathing so I didn’t reek of fear. I ran to Andvari and helped him up as I watched Celeste drop to the ground in a low crouch. Her own knife was out as she surveyed the scene and weighed her options. I checked Andvari over but he was fine as far as I could tell. There wasn’t any obvious bleeding or broken bones, but his chest was probably bruised. With everything that could’ve happened, he was lucky.
Both giant cats circled Celeste. She was the obvious threat. If they took her down first, they wouldn’t have to worry when they attacked Andvari and me. Two against one were never promising odds. I snatched a rock from the ground and threw it. I yelled and generally made some noise. These were predators, they wanted something to chase, so I would give it to them. I hoped it would divide the two cats, giving the three of us better odds. So I ran.
I ran away from the cliff’s edge and tried to go back the way we came. I needed to get as much space between us and the drop-off as possible. I risked a glance behind me and saw one of them close behind. I prayed my amped up genes would kick in and help me out.
The ground-shaking growl sounded right behind my shoulder. I followed my instincts and dropped just as it pounced. It soared over me and landed hard. Using the extra few seconds I’d earned, I jumped up and ran in the opposite direction. It couldn’t turn on a dime like I could, and I hoped the extra time would help Celeste and Andvari with the other one. As I ran I saw them through the grasses, but I had no idea where their cat was.
My hand gripped the hilt of my knife. I knew I was only delaying the inevitable. Sooner or later I would have to turn around and face the damn thing. My heart pounded, not from exertion, but from fear. I had to make sure Celeste and Andvari were okay. My eyes strained and then I saw it. I saw the other monster and stopped in my tracks, not wanting to bring the second one any closer.
I watched in horror as Andvari wrestled with it, trying to get the upper hand. His knife looked pitiful in comparison to those teeth. Suddenly I had an idea. I glanced behind me and saw the cat almost a foot away from me. “Celeste, you take this one!” I yelled.
She looked up and nodded as I ran towards them. I pounced on the back of the one that had Andvari, and Celeste clothes-lined the one behind me. Dear god, she was so much stronger than she looked. I sank my knife between the shoulder blades of the cat on Andvari and twisted. The creature shrieked, an ungodly sound, and threw its head back as it struggled. I wrapped my arms around its neck so I wouldn’t get tossed to the ground and snatched the knife from the small of my back. I slit the creature’s throat and hot blood poured onto the ground. I did not want it to suffer as it died.
I looked away from the blood as the cat collapsed beneath me. It made me sick to my stomach; I had taken that life.
Andvari tried to scramble away from the cat’s falling body, but he was too slow. He made a noise when all the air slammed out of his body as the feline landed on him with both of our weight. I bolted up and tried to haul it off of him. It was too heavy for me to move on my own. “Can you push when I pull?” I asked.
There was a bloodcurdling scream and I whipped around only to see a flash of Celeste’s blonde hair disappear. She was in far more trouble than Andvari. I sprinted to her. Celeste and the cat tumbled over each other and all I could make out was hair and fur. They were heading right towards the drop-off and I didn’t know how to stop it. I grabbed for something, anything, and my fingers found purchase on something and tightened. I dug my heels in. My weight was almost inconsequential in comparison, but I pulled and they started slowing down. The cat screeched and I looked down and saw its tail in my hands. I gritted my teeth and held on tighter. “Celeste, let go when I tell you!”
We were only a few feet from the edge and with the speed and inertia we had, we would fall right over. The cat tried desperately to drag Celeste down, but she kept dodging those teeth. “Reach for my hand!” 
Celeste caught my eye and I could see how terrified she actually was. She rolled on top of the cat and reached for me. I let go of the tail with one hand and grabbed Celeste with the other. I shifted my grip until I had both hands locked around her wrist. By some miracle I managed to avoid the cat’s teeth. “Are you ready?” I yelled through a clenched jaw.
I saw her nod and pulled her away from the cat and it rolled to the edge, twisting to gain purchase as its back legs went over. The cat’s claws caught hold of the skin on my shoulder and fire ripped down my back. We all hung for just a breath next to the edge. “Do it,” I whispered. It was a moment in time that simply stopped; there was nothing but my words. Her eyes locked on mine and she kicked the cat away from her.
The cat hung, suspended in the air for a split second with its claws still in my shoulder. I felt the sharp needles of its claws slowly slide out of my skin and watched as it tumbled down the face of the cliff and into the ocean. As I watched the feline fall, screaming in fear, I knew we wouldn’t be far behind.




 
The momentum of Celeste’s weight with the claws pulling me forward just an inch…I lost my footing and fell onto my back. I slid closer and closer to the edge. Celeste went over with only my grip on her wrist to keep her from dropping thousands of feet. Celeste weighed more than I ever could have guessed. Gravity pulled hard and I slipped over the edge with her. My stomach dropped and panic went through me. I let go of Celeste with one hand and grasped at the ground as I began to go over the cliff. My hands scrabbled for roots, a boulder, anything to stop us. I had nothing on my side for leverage but I refused to let go of her. My fingers wrapped around her wrist like a vise.
I kept falling.
My fingertips caught the edge and we hung thousands of feet over the ocean. Dirt scattered down around us. It fell for a long time before I heard the distant splashes. There was no way we could survive the fall.
There was a big splash and I knew the feline had finally hit the ocean. The fear turned to terror and my breathing quickened with the intensity. “Andvari!” I screamed. Freezing air whipped around me. The one time I needed him to live up to his name and he was pinned by a two hundred pound, feline corpse. My grip slipped a little and we fell another inch.
“I’m working on it!” he yelled back. I could hear the panic and strain in his voice. He wouldn’t make it in time.
“Celeste, can you climb up me?” I asked. Maybe she could monkey her way to the top and pull me up.
“You are holding my wrist. If I grabbed your leg, the weight distribution would make you slip farther. You need both hands on that ledge,” she said, quiet and resigned.
I looked down at her and knew she was right. Damn her logic. She was too heavy for my plan and it would only cause more issues. She would have to drop onto my leg and yank me down. I just didn’t have enough strength in one hand for that. “Okay,” I said. “What if I swing you into the cliff? Is there something for you to grab onto, like handholds, or roots?” The panic pushed at me but I ignored it. I couldn’t afford to hyperventilate or shake. The wind howled around us, and I could hear the angry crash of the waves below us, so very far down.
“Yes.”
“You better not be lying,” I said. It sounded like I was either going to laugh, or cry; it was a tossup at the moment.
“I am not.”
We stared at each other and she was as calm and collected as ever. She smiled at me and right then I knew I was probably going to die. I gritted my teeth and slowly started to swing her to the cliff wall. It took a few tries, but I got her close. “Next one, you grab the wall. I don’t want to let go until I know you have a good hold,” I said. The wind practically tore the words from my mouth.
Celeste grabbed a root sticking out of the cliff and held on. It stopped my momentum and allowed us both to steady ourselves. I felt my fingers slip a little more at the sudden stop. I didn’t even want to breathe too hard with how precarious our hold was.
“Katerina, you need to let go of me,” Celeste instructed.
I shook my head. “No, you need to be higher before I let you go.” She was right though. I needed both hands on the ledge. Except, I didn’t want to let her go. I was petrified of falling and afraid if I released my hold on her wrist I might have to watch her fall, and I didn’t want to do any of it.
“Let go,” she said.
“No. It doesn’t look stable, but it is helping me with your weight. Andvari will be here soon.”
“I’ll be fine,” she said.
My gaze didn’t break with hers as I nodded. I had to trust her. I let go of her hand and on the swing back I used the momentum and my strength to pull up far enough to grab the ledge with both hands. With my weight evenly distributed I was able to adjust my grip so it was stronger and stopped slipping.
I watched through my arms as she climbed and prayed she would make it. With every step I held my breath. There was a chance the wall would crumble from underneath her and she would fall. If that happened I had no way to help her. Celeste’s fingers finally reached the ledge not too far from me and I slowly let out my breath as she heaved herself over the edge. We were going to make it.
Celeste crawled toward me and I felt the ground shift under my fingers with her added weight. The ledge gave way and my scream echoed as my hands flailed. I was holding onto nothing and falling. I squeezed my eyes shut.
“No!” Celeste yelled and suddenly my fall was halted abruptly and I was yanked back by my wrist. My fingers wrapped around someone’s arm and I looked up in shock to see her pulling me up. “I wasn’t going to let you fall,” she said.
I started to laugh. I just lost it and had to laugh, because I refused to cry. Andvari was suddenly there, helping Celeste pull me up and over the edge of the cliff. My right hand felt numb and he had to pry my fingers from Celeste’s wrist.
I dropped onto my back in the grass. I took a few minutes to simply breathe. I hadn’t died. Somehow I was still alive. Not sure how I hadn’t been bitten or how my body wasn’t smashed into a thousand pieces at the bottom of the cliff. I looked over at Celeste and was eternally grateful it wasn’t a hot day. If it had been and my hands were sweaty, she would’ve slipped right out of my grip.
Celeste walked as far away from the edge as she could without losing sight of us, fell to her knees, and stared at me. Andvari heaved and dropped to the ground. The three of us didn’t move as we tried to gather our strength. I turned my gaze up to the sky and watched the clouds scuttle. I was still alive.
Andvari went to check Celeste for wounds. When he was satisfied, he came to check mine. He kneeled down and started feeling my arms and legs for breaks.
“I’m fine,” I told him as I shook him off. It was the worst lie I’d ever told. The pain in my shoulder was currently throbbing in a fiery rage. I didn’t know the condition of the wound and didn’t want him to see it and do something that might make the pain worse.
“I know you are hurt,” he said. “I can smell the blood.”
“Oh, so you’re a bloodhound now are you?” I asked sarcastically. “Go away.”
I heard the grass rustle and it didn’t sound like the wind. I sat up so fast I shocked him into sitting. I looked around. There better not be any more of those damn things. I couldn’t handle more than two in one day. I heard it again to my left and stood slowly. I stepped silently through the tall grass. Each footstep was slow and I ghosted through as I kept my eyes out for anything with poisonous teeth. The noise stopped and I stilled. It was coming from somewhere, it had to be. I couldn’t possibly be seeing any more visions or apparitions out in the wild. The grass rustled right behind me. I whipped around and saw what had been making the noise.
It was a tiny version of the monsters, probably about twenty pounds of fur and baby teeth. It cried at me and the sound broke my heart. I crouched down to look closer and cocked my head at the feline. It was just a baby.
Those green eyes watched me, and then it flopped on its back like it wanted me to rub its belly. Exactly like a housecat would. The tawny fur was lined with spots. The teeth were still in its mouth, no fangs to be seen. I reached out a tentative hand, slow and careful. Its little pink nose sniffed at my fingertips. I couldn’t believe this cute cub would turn into something more than twice my size. Those monsters must have been its parents. I felt guilty; how would it survive now? We had successfully killed them both.
I couldn’t leave it there; it was orphaned because of me. The parents had only been protecting it. I rubbed its belly and it rolled around playfully. I decided it would have tried to snack on me already if that’s what it wanted to do. I picked it up under its arms and lifted it as I stood. We stared at each other for a second. Nothing happened. It didn’t try to kill me or anything. So I cradled it in my arms and headed back to Andvari and Celeste.
“What are you doing?” Celeste demanded when she saw what I had.
“How did you find that?” Andvari asked.
“It was just lying in the grass over there.” I looked up at Andvari. “We can’t leave it, it doesn’t have anyone else.”
He looked like he wanted to choke on his words. “It’s a boy actually, and they are lougars. One of the more deadly animals on this planet, and they are extremely protective of their young. It’s extremely rare to see a cub.”
I smiled at the lougar. As a baby it was really cute. “I’m taking it back.”
“It almost killed us!” Celeste protested.
I looked at her. She was actually scared. I understood why, like she said, the parents almost killed us. It was a close call, a lot closer than I liked to think about.
I walked over to Celeste with the baby. “This one didn’t, his parents were protecting him, and we survived.” I kneeled next to her with it. “Just look at him.”
She stared at it, almost shaking. I pretended like I couldn’t tell. She would make my life miserable if I brought it up.
“I’m taking the cub home, so try to be nice to him. They can smell fear you know.” Without her permission I grabbed her hand and placed it on the baby lougar’s head. It licked her finger. I laughed at the face she made. “It’s better than him nibbling on them.”
“You are an especially crazy human,” she stated.
I smiled at her. “Oh, I know I am. We should get going,” I said. “We need to finish this lake before it gets dark.”
“So you know, crazy human, Wolfe will not allow that thing on his ship.” Celeste crossed her arms and stared at the cub with distaste.
I grinned. “We shall see.”
Her face was priceless. I turned and went to my pack lay in the grass. I checked the sun and it dropped faster than I remembered. “We don’t have much time,” I stated.
“Your shoulder is bleeding,” Andvari said and he was suddenly at my side, checking the wound.
Damn, I’d almost forgotten about that.
He knelt down and rifled through his bag. “Blood probably isn’t good to have around your new kit. May I at least clean it?”
I glared at him. “If I let you clean it, do you promise not to talk me out of taking him back?”
Andvari shrugged. He took out a few first aid items and motioned for me to turn around. “My sister brought a wolf home one day. I don’t see how this is any different.”
I carefully put the cub down. The scratches stung when I took off my jacket. The muscles in my shoulder protested as I lifted the shirt over my head. I stood there in my tank top and shivered in the cold air. “Who is your sister?” I asked.
Andvari inspected the scratches closely. “These look like they came from the lougar’s claws,” he said.
I rolled my eyes at his deductive skills. “Well duh, how else would they get there?”
“The lougar scratched you?” His voice demanded an answer. He sounded angry and frightened.
I glanced back at him and saw the worry in his eyes. “That’s what I said. Why are you freaking out?”
Andvari grabbed my arm and looked closer. “The lougar’s claws also contain poison. We have to get you back to the castle, immediately.” He threw my jacket at me and pulled me with him as he marched forward.
I yanked out of his grip. “No, we are not going back. I’ll be fine.”
He whipped around and stepped so close his face was only inches from mine. “You do not understand. If the poison reaches your heart, you will die. I did not bring the antidote with me. No one can survive the poison without the antidote.”
I glared right back at him, knowing I couldn’t tell him why I wasn’t worried. I couldn’t say, ‘Oh, by the way, I heal superhumanly fast so don’t worry about it. You got a weirdo on your hands.’ It would be hard to explain. My eyes flicked to Celeste. It would be impossible to explain.
I sighed. “Let me contact Ricky. We can meet up for the night and he could do whatever he can to counteract the poison.”
He crossed his arms and waited. “Go ahead, but if he does not have the cure we are heading straight to the capitol with no arguments from you.”
I tapped the comms on my belt. “Ricky, are you there?”
It took only a second before his voice crackled over the comms. “Yes, Katerina, is everything okay?”
I didn’t answer right away and knew Andvari watched me. “We ran into a snag,” I said.
“What kind of snag?” Ricky asked. He sounded wary and most likely knew what I would say.
“Do you happen to be carrying an antidote to lougar poison?”
The relief in Ricky’s voice was obvious when he spoke over the comms. “Of course, the staff said it wouldn’t be needed since they usually go south this time of year, but I thought it would be prudent to bring regardless.”
I looked up and thanked whatever god was out there for Ricky’s excessive forethought. “Good, we need it. I’ll send you the coordinates for our camp and I’ll see you in a few hours.”
Ricky didn’t push and ask what happened. He gave me confirmation they would be there as soon as they could.
“Happy?” I asked Andvari, crossing my arms.
He grumbled something and then said, “Let me at least clean it.”
I turned around and Andvari pressed something against the cuts and I hissed as he dabbed something cold on my shoulder. I bit my lip against all the cursing I wanted to do.
“We’ll need to hurry,” Andvari said. “I’ll pick a location close to us, and then you can rest. I don’t want the poison reaching your heart before he gets here.” He lifted up my shirt and dabbed at the cuts above my waist. “You’re very lucky, these don’t even look infected. Normally they would be oozing pus by now.”
I ignored him and repeated my question from earlier. I was intensely curious who Andvari’s sister was. “Who is your sister?” I asked again.
“You’ve already met her, Katerina. Alva is my sister.”
“What?!” I yelped partially out of pain and partially out of shock. He’d said wolf. Who else could he possibly be referring to other than the quiet girl who took care of us, the only person I’d seen with a wolf?
Andvari carefully wrapped up my shoulder. The bandage and his gentle fingers soothed the burning cuts. Alva was related to this fool? “Are you done?” I asked him. I rotated the shoulder and noticed it already felt better.
The cub mewled. I looked down and he stared up at me. I wasn’t sure if I should carry him, or see if he followed. I grabbed a snack out of my bag and fed it to him. He seemed to like cheese. That was good. I sat down and fed him the rest of it.
“I’m done,” Andvari said, putting the first aid kit away. “We need to get going, before the light is completely gone.”
I nodded and stood, slipping my jacket on carefully. “Where are we headed?” I asked.
Andvari slung his pack over his shoulder and pointed south. “Down that way,” he said. “We will camp only a mile or so from here. I’ve already sent the coordinates to the Gunnar pilot and Ricky.”
We started walking and I watched as the cub followed at my heels. He would pounce away from me every few steps and then run back. It was like he knew his parents weren’t coming back and I was the next best thing. I shook my head; animals were smarter than people gave them credit for.
“Would you please hold that creature?” Celeste asked. She took a step back as it started to roll around in the grasses near her feet.
I laughed. His calm demeanor gave me an idea. I put the cub in my pack and carefully hefted it over my shoulder. His head stuck out and he was surprisingly calm about the whole process. I noticed Andvari watching me. “Don’t tell me,” I said. “You have some weird story or whatever about this too?”
He walked ahead this time. “I do.”
I started after him, my steps slow and careful. “Of course you do,” I muttered to myself. Why do men enjoy being such a pain? They all were, in one way or another.
Celeste trailed behind me. She probably wanted to keep an eye on the cub. I couldn’t tell if she didn’t like the lougar cub because it was a baby, as she didn’t seem like the nurturing type, or because his parents tried to knock us over a cliff. I would bet on both.
I tucked my hair behind my ear and watched Andvari walk ahead of us. He still seemed put out I wouldn’t go back to the capitol. I didn’t see a need to. While I understood why he was so worried, I knew the poison affecting me long term was extremely unlikely. I felt a little tired, but it could have been the over-exertion from almost dying.
I checked the cub real quick and saw him passed out and purring against my back. He had to be only a few weeks old based on the size of the parents. I wondered how quickly he would grow.
“Let’s make camp here,” Andvari said.
I stopped walking and looked around. We stood in a clearing not far from the lake, but far enough from the edge of the cliffs I wasn’t nervous someone might sleepwalk off of them. The Gunnar was already there and it looked like the pilot slept in the front seat. It shouldn’t be too much longer before Ricky and Wolfe got there.
“The tents and equipment are in the Gunnar,” Andvari told me. “It shouldn’t take long to set it up.”
I watched him grab some bags and lay them out. He pressed a button on one of the bags and stood back. The bag unfolded on its own and snicked each pole into place until a perfect tent stood in front of us. “Wow, that’s extremely handy,” I said.
Andvari turned and gave me a confused look. “You actually build your own tents?” He asked incredulously.
I shrugged. “Sometimes.” I hadn’t had to camp out anywhere since I’d woken up, so I didn’t know how it was normally done.
Andvari hesitated, but then moved aside. “I think you should have this tent. You can set up for the night and get the cub settled.”
I was skeptical. “Why? Is there something different about it?”
He sighed and moved to the next spot, getting the bag set up to expand into a tent. “It’s the biggest and strongest. With the cub it might be a good idea to have him in one where his claws can’t rip through the material.” He pressed the button and the second tent popped up. “I’ll be in this one to be on the safe side. Also, I don’t believe Celeste wants to be near it.”
I opened the tent. “But it’s so cute!” The cub was awake but didn’t struggle out of the constraint of the pack. I carefully took him out and set him down. He sniffed and inspected his surroundings. “Are you hungry?” I asked him. I took out some of the jerky and gave it to the cub so he would be preoccupied while I set up my sleeping bag.
The sound of an engine reached my ears and I stopped to listen. When it got louder I looked outside the tent and saw lights in the sky. It had to be the others. I glanced back, but the cub was fine. I ran out to greet them with Andvari and Celeste.
“You shouldn’t be exerting yourself so much,” Andvari said, pulling me back from the Gunnar.
The wind whipped my hair around and I watched the vehicle land right next to our Gunnar. “I’m fine, Andvari. I have no side effects. If the poison infected my body I would be reacting to it, right?”
He didn’t look convinced, but he inspected me closely. “Usually there is a fever.” He pressed his hand against my forehead and I rolled my eyes at him. “You don’t feel feverish,” Andvari said, but doubt crept into his voice. “Perhaps your body runs cooler than my people, and you do have the fever.”
I pushed his hand away. “Stop worrying, Ricky’s here. If anything is wrong with me he’ll figure it out. He is my personal medic after all.” I strode over to Ricky as he stepped down from the Gunnar and gave him a quick hug. “How was the hike?” I asked.
Wolfe stepped down and handed me a tablet. “It was uneventful and we found nothing out of the ordinary, only the picturesque mountains. What happened? You didn’t even finish this lake, did you?”
Sometimes the captain was eerily perceptive. “No, we didn’t. There was an incident with some local wildlife.” I shifted as I tried to figure out how to tell him without freaking him out. “Which is why I need Ricky here to take a look at some scratches, they might be poisoned.”
“What?” Wolfe looked dumbfounded.
I pretended I didn’t notice. There was a screech and I stilled. Celeste’s scream made the hair on my arms raise. The cub bounded out of the campsite and ran towards me. I relaxed when I realized what happened. Celeste saw it and freaked. I scooped up the cub and started to walk back to the camp. I stopped when I noticed I was alone. “You guys okay?” I asked, glancing back at Ricky and Wolfe.
“What is that?” Wolfe demanded.
“It’s a baby,” I replied. “Ricky, could you check my shoulder before Andvari thinks I’m going to drop dead for sure at a moment’s notice?”
Ricky blinked. “Uh, yeah.” He jerked forward and fell into step next to me. “What exactly is going on?”
I sighed and held open the flap to my tent to let Ricky in. He ducked in and then sat cross-legged on the ground. I settled across from him and turned so he could see my back better. A light hung from the top of the tent. It should be bright enough for Ricky’s work. The cub leapt out of my arms and chewed on the jerky again. He was really quite docile for a wild animal.
“Is that thing going to bite me?” Ricky asked and moved the layers of clothing covering my injured shoulder to the side.
“It shouldn’t.” I shrugged. “But it might think you smell delicious.” I chuckled until he took the bandage off and it stung like hell. I bit back a curse and closed my eyes, taking a deep breath. I reminded myself not to punch Ricky in the face, it wasn’t his fault.
“So tell me what happened,” Ricky pressed.
“I’m sure Wolfe will want to hear the story so I’ll give you the quick version. This cub’s giant, terrifying parents tried to kill us, we almost died, I got scratched, then they died and we found the baby. Andvari freaked and said I was going to die from a scratch, and now here we are.”
I thought I heard laughing. I glanced over my shoulder and Ricky’s shoulders shook with his mirth. “Typical,” he said. “You always manage to find trouble.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “I don’t think it was my fault this time.”
“No,” he agreed. “But it is amusing.” He waved his tablet over my entire back as he searched for traces of the poison. “It’s like I thought,” he muttered. “There is no poison in your system at all. If there was, your body fought it off already.”
I felt Ricky cleaning the scratches again. “What do they look like?” I asked with a whisper. I didn’t want anyone to overhear.
“They’ve scabbed already, but the skin is an angry red so the scabs are still relatively new, a few days old maybe.”
Another bandage covered up the sores and I pulled my sleeves over my shoulder. Andvari couldn’t see them anymore and he would have to see me drink the antidote if I were going to avoid his attentions. I would have to have Ricky with me to ‘tend to’ the wound.
“Tomorrow we’ll finish searching this continent together,” Ricky said as an answer to my thoughts. “We’ll go outside and eat with everyone and you can take the antidote. Then you can explain to Wolfe why you have a wild animal in your tent.” A corner of his mouth twitched with a smile.
“That’s going to be fun,” I said. “Let’s see how he takes it.”
Wolfe poked his head into my tent and I started in surprise. “See how I take what?” He asked.
I laughed nervously. “Oh, you know the small furball that’s been following me around. Does Andvari have a fire going yet?”
Wolfe nodded.
I ducked out of the tent and headed toward the roaring fire. I hoped it would keep me warm against the wind that had picked up. I heard Ricky mutter something under his breath and then footsteps behind me. I glanced back to make sure the cub followed and sat down in front of the fire. The lougar cub settled next to me, still gnawing on the jerky. Celeste glared at him, but otherwise she seemed to be getting used to him.
“Did he give you the antidote?” Andvari asked as he sat next to me. He handed over a bowl of stew and I took it gratefully.
Ricky handed me a small vial before he sat on the other side of Andvari. Wolfe settled next to Celeste; he didn’t seem too keen on sitting so close to the cub.
“Does someone want to explain to me what happened today?” Wolfe asked.
Celeste met my eyes over the fire and I nodded. It would be so much easier for her to tell the story.
“These felines jumped us near the edge of the cliffs; two of them. One dragged Kat and me over the edge. That’s how she got injured. Then we found its cub after they were both dead.”
Silence…I almost rolled my eyes. She stated the facts, but left out most of the gory details. Wolfe’s eyes widened when she mentioned how we briefly dangled above a horrible death.
“You went off the cliff?” His voice almost cracked as he hit the last word.
“Yes,” Celeste stated matter-of-factly. “But Kat managed to catch me and I climbed up until I could pull her over the edge. She almost died.”
I burst out laughing. It wasn’t funny, I still remembered the feeling of weightlessness before she caught me and then Andvari helping her drag me over onto solid ground. It wasn’t something I would quickly forget, but Celeste’s deadpan way of explaining events was hilarious.
All of them stared at me like I’d lost my mind, which wasn’t entirely off the table. “That’s basically what happened,” I said. “But now I have the antidote to the poison.” I chugged the contents of the vial and tossed Ricky the empty glass. “See Andvari, nothing to worry about.”
“There were no red lines on her back?” Andvari asked Ricky.
Ricky shook his head.
“I’m almost offended you don’t trust me,” I said.
“What are you going to do with the cub?” Wolfe asked.
I shrugged; I had no idea what I was going to do with him. I looked down and he was curled up against my feet, sleeping peacefully. I scratched his head. I didn’t think the lougar would survive out in the wild. “I’m not sure, maybe find him a good home or…keep him.” I didn’t look at Wolfe as I waited for the words to sink in.
“On the ship?” Wolfe clarified.
I peeked up at him. He didn’t seem angry. “Yeah, if that would work.”
Wolfe stood and crossed the few feet to me and knelt down next to the cub. He picked him up and inspected him closely. It made me nervous, the cub didn’t know him and could easily scratch an eye out, but I didn’t say anything. He was a grown man and could make his own decisions.
“I’ll think about it,” Wolfe said, placing the cub back near my feet. Not once did he wake up or growl.
I was shocked at how calmly Wolfe handled him. I thought being in space most of his life would have sheltered him from almost all wildlife, but there was a lot about Wolfe I still didn’t know.
I ate the stew as I watched Wolfe sit back down with Celeste and they held a whispered conversation. I was pretty sure she was asking him if he’d lost it, considering the possibility of letting the cub onboard the ship.
“Do you have your report from today?” I asked Ricky, scooping the last of the stew into my spoon and savoring the flavor and taste.
Ricky handed me his tablet with his report open. “I took pictures, but there were no carvings or caves. It was uneventful. Not anywhere near the day you experienced,” he said. “We were able to search the largest lake, Heidrun, but there are two remaining lakes in the Shadow Mountains, and then we’ve covered all the lakes on this continent. If we split the two lakes tomorrow, then all of us could go to the northern continent if we still find nothing.”
“I agree,” I said, flicking through the pictures. The smoke from the fire altered the holograms slightly and they wavered. “It is beautiful here,” I said quietly, admiring the pictures he took.
“It is that,” Ricky agreed and clasped his hands behind his head.
“We can finish up here in the morning,” I announced. “And then head over to the last two lakes on the continent before we head back to the capitol to make plans for the trip north. With the five of us we should cover more ground and leave before nightfall.”
Celeste and Wolfe nodded their agreement. I looked around and realized we were missing someone. “Where is the soldier who was supposed to come with you?” I asked.
Ricky waved his hand towards the Gunnars. “He’s with the pilots. He said he would be staying with them tonight. I figured it was for the best since he doesn’t speak English.”
I stretched my arms above my head and winced, instantly regretting it.
“Are you all right?” Andvari asked with concern. He turned my shoulders so he could see my back. “I don’t think you opened the claw marks up since there’s no blood.”
Wolfe watched him closely as he ate. I got the feeling he still didn’t trust Andvari. Maybe he would learn to trust him when we all had to work together, or at least I hoped so. We didn’t need any inciting incidents which might make the king kick us off the planet before we were done with the mission.
“I’m fine,” I reassured Andvari. “I just pulled the muscles when I shouldn’t have.”
He frowned as he turned back to the fire. “Maybe you shouldn’t carry the cub tomorrow,” he said.
I wrapped my jacket tighter around me and put my hands in my pockets for the added warmth. It got cold so fast once the sun was gone. “I can carry him; it’s not a big deal. Plus, it’s not like anyone else would want to carry him.”
Andvari didn’t look at me, but stared into the flames. “I would not mind carrying the lougar. He does not weigh much.”
Suddenly Wolfe stood and grabbed my empty dish. “I can carry the cub. He doesn’t seem to mind me.”
I sat back in surprise. “I can carry the cub myself. I don’t need either of you to do it.” What exactly was going on here? Were they fighting over who got to carry the baby monster? I decided it was time for some sleep. I felt like I might start hallucinating at any moment. “I will see you both in the morning.”
I grabbed the cub and cradled him in my arms and took him to my tent, giving Celeste a nod and Ricky a silent ‘goodnight’. Wolfe walked me to my tent flap and we stood there awkwardly. I didn’t understand why he was being so weird. The tent was only a few yards from the campfire. I wouldn’t get lost or attacked on the way there. “What is it, Wolfe?” I asked. “You’re…hovering.”
He glanced back over his shoulder in Andvari’s direction. “I don’t trust him,” he said, his voice low and quiet. “He didn’t warn us about these animals and you got hurt. You could’ve died if Ricky didn’t have the antidote.”
I carefully kept my face neutral. A flick of an eye and Wolfe would know something was up. He didn’t know I would’ve been fine regardless. “True,” I said, trying to ease his concerns. “But, he did say it was very rare for the lougars to be out and about at this time of year.” I shrugged. “Why worry us over nothing?”
A muscle in Wolfe’s jaw clenched along with his fist. I raised an eyebrow at it and shifted so I could heft the cub into a better position. He snored peacefully. “Why are you so angry about this?” I asked.
He turned his face away from me. “I don’t like him and I don’t think we’re safe around him.” He met my gaze then and we stared at each other for a moment. “Especially you,” he said.
I took a step back at his words. The intensity surprised me. “Why, especially me?” I asked. “I’m probably the safest one here since they want me to find that necklace and they don’t know how to on their own.” I set the cub down inside the tent and turned back to Wolfe. I placed my hand on his arm in an attempt to calm him. “You’re making no sense, Captain. These people have been nothing but welcoming to us.”
Wolfe hugged me, surprising me. “Be careful,” he said, then turned on his heel and left.
I went into my tent and closed the flap before I shucked my boots off. I didn’t even change before I crawled into the sleeping bag. It seemed pointless. I lay on my back with my arm around the cub, who I was quickly getting attached to. Wolfe was suspicious of these people. They weren’t exactly threatening so I wasn’t sure what exactly he meant.
I started to drift off, the lougar cub purring loudly in my ear.




 
When I woke the next morning my breath formed a cloud in the air. There was a small form in the sleeping bag with me, pressed up against my side. I opened the sleeping bag slightly and peeked in. Two golden-green orbs blinked back at me. “How did you get in there?” I muttered. The cub somehow hadn’t woken me.
I wrapped the sleeping bag tightly around me, trying to keep the warmth in. I was so cold that I planned on staying there until someone made me get out. It had to be early. The light was grey and there were no birdcalls or insect noises. A weird quiet, the kind of silence right before the world woke up. Not even the animals were awake yet.
“Kat!” Celeste was loud and high-pitched in the morning. Her voice sliced through my brain and I groaned, rolling over until I was curled around the cub, sucking up his heat. “Are you still alive?” From the sound of it she was right outside my tent. “Kat!”
“What?!” I yelled, pissed I couldn’t have five more minutes of sleep. “What could you possibly need so damn early?”
I heard her huff. “Did the monster child eat you?”
I rolled my eyes even though I knew she couldn’t see me. “Obviously not if I’m talking to you.”
I heard someone chuckle and glared in their general direction.
She paused as she took in the fact that I was still alive. “The men are cooking. You should eat something.” The sound of her footsteps grew quieter as she walked away.
I stared into the cubs eyes. “Are you ready to get up?” I asked him.
He yawned and rolled onto his back. “Exactly,” I muttered.
The scent of bacon reached my nose and the cub perked up when he smelled it too. “I wish more cultures believed that cooking was a man’s job,” I said with a sigh.
I wiggled out of the sleeping bag and put a sweater on and then my jacket as quickly as I could. Then my thick socks, boots, gloves, and scarf. It was beyond cold and I still had to roll up my sleeping bag and take down my tent. Although, it would only take the press of the button to take it down, thank goodness. I never wanted to go back to the days when I had to painstakingly take down my tent each morning while Kris and I backpacked through Europe. 
I rolled the sleeping bag up and grabbed my pack as I headed out of the tent. I threw the sleeping bag next to the tent so I could take everything to the Gunnars after breakfast.
There was another fire going. Andvari and Wolfe were bent over the flames, poking at a skillet. I paused before I walked over. Celeste was next to Ricky and they both shrugged. I didn’t think any of us knew the Captain could actually cook without using one of the machines in the galley. Andvari handed me a plate and I sat next to Celeste so I could watch the two of them. It was pretty bizarre. Five hundred years in the future and I was on another planet with a Viking who had long, blond hair with armor covering his muscles, and next to him a space captain with milk chocolate skin, green eyes, and a buzz cut. The two couldn’t be more different, yet they were both warriors…who were making us breakfast and feeding scraps to the lougar cub.
I looked down at my plate and tried to hide my smile. It was kind of adorable.
It didn’t take long to finish breakfast and break down the camp. The sun was a little higher in the sky by then and the chill burned off. We dropped the extra equipment in the Gunnars and made sure we had water and lunch before our two groups walked the rest of the lake Sigrun. The cub was in the pack and cooperated nicely the entire trek.
I was disappointed when we didn’t see any caves at the foot of the mountains, nor carvings or paintings of symbols. There were only the tall grasses and the calm lake. The five of us stayed away from the cliffs; I didn’t feel like taking the chance of a repeat of the day before.
We circled back and kept our pace brisk. No one spoke as we headed back to the Gunnars. No one wanted to say how fruitless all this searching felt. I was annoyed and depressed. It wasn’t that I thought we would find answers right away, but I didn’t think it would be so difficult to find anything on a planet covered in odes to the Norse gods.
I sighed and lifted the pack off my shoulder to let the cub out. He could figure it out and follow us the rest of the way. He’d gotten heavier the longer we walked. When we reached the Gunnar’s, we still had a few hours before midday.
“We’ll take Lake Balder,” I said. “Wolfe and Ricky you take the other. Contact me when you’ve finished searching and head back to the capitol. No need for you to wait around for us if you’ve finished before my group.”
I pulled myself into the Gunnar and tapped the sleeping pilot’s shoulder. He started and sat up, prepping the ship for flight. Celeste strapped herself in next to me and Andvari took the copilot’s chair as usual.
Wolfe came to the side of the Gunnar where there was no door, only open space. Because of that, Andvari had the cub in his lap with his door closed. “Is everything okay?” I asked Wolfe. I knew it was weird for him to take orders from me, but I’d tried to keep my words mild and not aggressive.
He patted my boot and smiled. “Yes, Kat, everything’s okay. Good luck on your hike today.”
I nodded. “You too, Captain.”
Our Gunnar lifted smoothly off the ground. Ricky and Wolfe got smaller and smaller as I watched them load up into their Gunnar and take off after us. We wouldn’t be as far apart today as we were the day before. The thought comforted me, but I was nervous about what else we might run into or what Wolfe and Ricky might run into. I was worried about my crewmates. It was weird to be separated from them so much after months of being in such close quarters on the Wolfegang.
We rose swiftly over the Shadow Mountains and headed east. I wasn’t all that confident we would find anything simply because it would almost be too easy if we did. But I was interested in seeing why they were called the Shadow Mountains.
When we landed near Lake Balder I stepped out of the Gunnar and gazed around me. It was breathtaking with all the snow and rivers. I couldn’t get enough of how pure and untouched everything was. It was almost enough for me to forget; forget everything bad that had happened to me and the reasons why we were on this planet. I could pretend for a moment we were only enjoying the fresh air and the exercise, instead of a mission which could lead me to my brother.
Celeste pointed to the base of the mountains and we set out to inspect them as we had at Sigrun. We didn’t talk much and Andvari spoke only to warn us when we were in lougar territory. It was a simple, quiet day. We took our notes and pictures with no incidents at all.
I noticed Andvari kept a close eye on me. He was probably worried I would collapse from the effects of the poison, or wondered how I hadn’t reacted to it at all. He didn’t seem suspicious, but more like cautious.
I hiked the pack up higher on my shoulder and snapped a photo of Andvari. He blinked and I smiled. Now he knew I was aware he kept looking at me.
A few hours later all our searching hadn’t yielded any clues. We stopped briefly for lunch and then continued the hike. We hiked from sunrise to sunset, a full twelve hours later. I was exhausted and my feet ached. I shuffled as I walked, trying to ease the pain. Andvari and I traded off carrying the cub after he got too tired to keep walking by my side. The lougar cub was incredibly well-behaved the entire day.
We reached our Gunnar right before total darkness fell. I felt relieved to be heading back to the capitol, where I could shower and eat fresh food. I strapped in with the cub still fast asleep in my pack. I leaned my head back and looked to the side, watching as we lifted off and headed south.
I wanted Ricky and Wolfe to have better luck with their search than we did. I also hoped they didn’t have any life-or-death incidents. I ran my fingers through the cub’s fur absentmindedly as I watched the ground pass below us swiftly.
I should name him. My mother always said not to name things though, because then we could never get rid of them. Thinking of my mother, god. I couldn’t think of her without imagining what it must have been like to think her children were dead, and then live the rest of her life alone.
I looked down at the cub. He slept peacefully on my lap in the pack that had become his nest. I scratched behind his ear and decided I didn’t care if he had a name or not. I couldn’t care, because otherwise I would start to care about everything, like what Wolfe thought about me. Or care if Andvari thought I wasn’t capable of protecting myself. I would care if Celeste still thought of me as a threat.
I didn’t have time for those petty problems and I couldn’t let feelings stand in the way of the real reason I was there. I had to focus on this necklace, on the clues that tied the necklace to my brother, because I had to find him. Kris was my twin, and the only family I had left. He recorded his message for me who knows how long ago, but he could still be alive. The sooner I found him the better. I laid awake at night worrying about what could have happened since he’d recorded the message.
The Gunnar shuddered as we landed.
“We’re back,” Andvari announced. He jumped out and held out his hand for me, waiting.
I looked at him. He was doing that intense staring thing he did sometimes. If he was doing his magic trick crap I was going to have to smack him across the face. I took his hand, held the cub in my other arm, and stepped down. “I wonder if the others are back yet,” I speculated.
Celeste jumped down next to me. “I believe they are already here,” she said. She didn’t seem to be as wary of the cub as she had the first day. He was so docile it must’ve helped convince her he wasn’t going to go rabid at any second and attack her.
“How do you know?” I asked as the three of us walked back to the castle. Dinner should be waiting. I wished we didn’t have to change into something fancy. I sighed. We were out of luck if the king was there. It would be required and I made a face at the thought. Rules allowed a special sort of freedom, but I wasn’t interested in a rule that made me feel like a fool. I wasn’t one of those girls who felt at home in gowns; you had to be a certain kind of pretty. I was definitely not the kind of pretty to be wearing tiaras.
Alva was the right kind of pretty, but oddly I didn’t see her wearing any tiaras. In fact, the first night we were here she wasn’t even sitting at the dinner table, but serving soup and getting me dressed. And then there she was in front of us, walking out of the shadows with her wolf.
“I see you found someone,” Alva said, a soft smile on her face. Her accent was almost completely gone and her English was pretty much perfect.
I wondered how much of them not understanding English was an act. If it was, then it was a well done act. It would allow them to eavesdrop with ease, although I was always careful what I said around the people on this planet. I stopped in front of her and shrugged. “Well, I heard it was a lot like what happened with the princess,” I stated nonchalantly.
Alva balked. “He told you.”
“Yes, he did,” I said. She walked next to me as we headed to the castle. “Does that upset you?”
Alva rested her hand on the wolf’s head as she walked. The wolf was extremely interested in the smell of the cub. “Does it change how you will act towards me?” She asked. Alva studied me and I let her.
I wanted to make her wait a little for my answer. It felt like everyone here hid the truth in one way or another. “No,” I finally replied. “But if I find out Arik is secretly Odin, and suddenly you’re a goddess, I might then.”
She laughed and then kissed the cub’s head. “You have nothing to worry about in that respect. We are people who live and die, like you. Mortal.”
I looked away, the smile plastered on my face. Yes, just like me.
“I’ll tell my father your team is back; we had dinner wait until all of you returned. Remember,” she warned, grabbing my arm. We both stopped and her eyes bore into mine. “These secrets are yours now, too. On this planet, with my people or with your shipmates, you are safe. But out there with the Federation hunting down every last free planet, you are not.”
“Alva, I’m well aware of how unsafe I am. I hide things from the Federation quite well all on my own. A few more things to keep secret won’t kill me.”
She hugged me carefully with the cub between us. “Good, you can always come to us for help or sanctuary. Remember that.”
“Oh, I will.” I wouldn’t forget it for sure.
When we got closer to the castle, the commotion started. The guards freaked out about my lougar cub. Thankfully the wolf and Alva kept them from taking him away. She promised her father would allow me to keep it with me. They had people who would help me care for him. She spoke in Norse, giving the wolf some sort of command and he ran off – I assumed to wherever he stayed when he wasn’t with her.
Alva didn’t seem to be afraid of the cub. She was hardly even careful with the way she stroked his fur, her fingers dangerously close to his mouth. Alva had to know his teeth were poisonous. She chatted as she walked me through the castle and back to my rooms, filling me in on her day, and what she thought of the cub.
“Father needed me here and I regret not coming with you. It sounds like you had plenty of adventure on the trip,” she said, holding my door open for me. “I got a message from my brother saying how the visitors tried to kill themselves by diving off the Sigrun cliffs. Now I know why – there were lougars involved.” Her laugh was musical. “It’s so strange they attacked this time of year; they usually migrate south for the winter.”
I put my pack on the bed and let the cub out. He wandered around, smelling the blankets before he lay down and watched me undress so I could finally shower.
Alva sat on one of the overstuffed chairs in my room and continued to chat. “The lougars were probably hunting for the cub,” she explained. “It’s unusual he is so young. Lougars tend to have their cubs in the beginning of the summer so they can grow up to survive our harsh winters. Perhaps it was meant to be. He found you,” she said, cocking her head as she contemplated the idea. “He wouldn’t have survived the winter, even with his parents. The cold is too vicious.”
The girl hardly took a break to breathe as she spoke. Alva mentioned a gown.
“Is the dinner going to be as extravagant as it was the first night?” I asked, heading into the bathroom.
“No,” she replied, her voice distant. “It’s a private dinner with the king. He wants to go over the details of the mission with you, he thinks it will add to the reports he’s already read.”
I turned on the water and scrubbed the dirt off of me, peeling the bandage from my shoulder so it could breathe. “Will you be at the dinner?” I asked.
“Yes, the royal family and your crew are the guests of this private dinner,” she called back.
I wasn’t getting out of dressing up this time either. I turned off the water and wrapped a towel around me and then went back to Alva. She still rummaged through the closet. I grabbed a random dress off of a hanger, not caring what I wore.
“Stop, I am still here to help you dress,” she said, taking the cloth from me and hanging it back up.
I laughed, plopping myself next to the cub on my bed. He padded closer so he could smell the perfumed soap. This whole pretense was ludicrous. “I’m not going to have a princess dress me. I’m fully capable of doing it myself,” I told her.
She gave me an incredulous look. “No, you are not capable of dressing yourself. Celeste manages quite well, but you would wear pants under the gown if no one helped you.”
I grumbled. I wasn’t that bad. Alva ignored my complaints and looked through the closet again.
“I was helping father with some of the people,” she said. “They complained about the strangers among us. It’s been at least three generations since the last off-worlders were here.” Alva grabbed something red and then handed me a slip. “Oh my!” She exclaimed.
I sighed. She must have caught sight of my hair.
“Andvari didn’t tell me you were scratched!” Alva was panicked. She grabbed my shoulders and turned me around to inspect it.
“Ow!” I exclaimed. “You know it didn’t really hurt until you did that.” Damn it, I’d completely forgotten. How was I supposed to explain if the claw marks were completely healed?
“There is no infection,” she whispered. Her shaking fingertips trailed over the marks on my shoulder and I shivered.
“Yeah, well Ricky had the antidote,” I explained, hoping she would let it go. I wanted to shake her off, but I didn’t know how to without adding to her suspicions. “It shouldn’t be infected.”
“Even with the antidote, there should be a fever.” Alva shrugged. “Well, there isn’t anything for our doctor to look at anymore.”
“What?” I freaked. How much had it healed? I rushed over to the vanity table and twisted around, trying to see my shoulder. I pushed my hair out of the way. I needed to see. My heart stopped when I saw them. Four purple streaks from the top of my shoulder went halfway down my back. The slices were closed. The purple was the start of the scars that I knew would soon fade. The skin around the marks looked healthy, no angry red or puffiness from infection or even irritation. The antidote must have accelerated the healing process; with less work my genes could focus on the surface damage.
Alva knew it had only happened the previous day. Andvari had already told her we were attacked at Sigrun. I noticed her looking at me in the mirror. I couldn’t describe her expression even if I wanted to. I let go of my hair and let if fall down my back, covering the incriminating signs of my genetics.
“Would you care to explain?” Her voice shook with anger and fear.
I was actually sick to my stomach. I crossed the room to my bed and sat down. I couldn’t breathe. “How can I?” I dropped my head into my hands and tried to remember to breathe in slowly and out methodically. Don’t forget that to breathe you have to inhale. Cold sweat dripped down my back.
“What are you, some new sort of spy?” She demanded to know, slowly crossing the room towards me.
I could feel the knife’s edge we stood on, how sharp and precarious it was. One wrong word and she would slit my throat, just as her brother had threatened to do the first time he’d been in my rooms. “No,” I said softly. “I’m not a spy. I’m in hiding from the Federation.”
“Why?”
The cub crawled onto my lap and faced her, his hackles rising. He could sense her intentions as well as I could. “Please promise me you won’t say anything to anyone?” I begged and pleaded with my eyes. “Not even my crew knows, just Ricky, and only because you can’t keep secrets from a telepath.” I implored her to see reason. I moved the cub and slid to my knees on the floor. “Please, I beg you. You can do anything you want to me, but tell no one about this.”
I saw the blade in her hand, it glinted in the dim light and I shook. I had been so careful, and no one had ever seen the speed of my recoveries except Ricky. It had been months and not once did I ever slip. Not until now.
Alva was still as she stood in front of me, weighing the value of my life. The silence dragged on and I waited for my sentence. One word from her and I was either banished or dead. Finally she spoke and I’d never before heard the venom in her voice as I did in that moment. “If you answer my questions I might keep your secrets.”
I was angry. No, I was furious. I glared up at her, and she took a step back. I knew she could see those clouds that warned people of my temper. “I would rather you kill me, since I can easily keep your secrets, but you cannot keep mine,” I spat. “I thought we might be friends, but I will not allow you to know something that can harm my crew or your people without your promise. If that isn’t good enough for you, then kill me now.”
She narrowed her eyes. “And what if I don’t like what you have to say and kill you anyway?”
I stood and took a step towards her, baring my throat. “Fine, as long as you first promise not to breathe a word of it to anyone, not your brother, and especially not your father.”
The cub jumped down from the bed and stalked around me, weaving in and out of my legs. I didn’t move and neither did Alva. We stared each other down and the tension in the room multiplied.
“I promise,” she stated, her words cold.
“On your father’s life,” I whispered, narrowing my eyes at her. I knew her people would never break a promise or an oath. I knew my history well.
“I swear on my father’s life,” she spat. Her hand shook with the knife and I knew she hated me for making her take an oath.
I had to relax, gather my wits, and prepare myself for the worst. I scooped up the cub and his tail lashed but otherwise he didn’t react. I focused and made each muscle relax, letting go of the tension, my hands drifting at my sides. I told her the truth. I just decided not to tell her when it had all happened. “A while ago, someone decided to experiment on my DNA – my genes – and tissue while I was in suspended animation for medical treatment. I had cancer. When I woke up, my twin brother, who was undergoing the same treatment, was gone, the lab was gone, and I was the only one left alive. I didn’t know anything was different from my normal human makeup until I ran into some trouble with the police on Earth. They tried to get information out of me through...alternative means.”
Horror flickered across her face.
I continued with my explanation. “I survived something I shouldn’t have, but the real conclusion was when Ricky started testing me. We tried to find out what they did to me and we found things in my blood that shouldn’t be there. We still don’t have all of the answers since we don’t have the right equipment.” I could see her relax as I talked. “All I know is someone did something to me I have no control over. It’s not only affecting my body, it’s affecting my mind, and who knows what else. I have no idea what it is,” I said. “But it causes impossibly fast healing, speed, enhanced perceptions, and the gods only know what else.” I had to be relatable to her and invoking the gods rather than a single god might help.
Alva sheathed her knife and I knew she wouldn’t kill me. I sat heavily on the bed and she moved to sit next to. I didn’t look at her, still pissed at the position I was in. I hated being backed into a corner.
“Everything was gone when you awoke?” she asked.
I watched the cub jump back onto the bed and flop down. He was calm again and he mewed at me. I stroked his fur and I could tell he would be hungry soon. I decided I would take him to dinner with me. Causing commotions was something I was good at. Maybe it would distract everyone from me this time, since I couldn’t promise I wouldn’t go running after ghosts again. The cub started to purr and fell asleep again. I finally looked at Alva and my gut twisted with anxiety. I was still afraid she would tell someone, and this would all be over.
“Everything and everyone,” I said. “I grabbed a few notes, but the computers were toast.”
Alva didn’t look scary anymore, not even scared. Her brow wrinkled with a weird cross between concern and curiosity. “No one knows?” She asked. “How do you keep that kind of secret every single day?”
I smiled a little. “Ricky knows because he read my mind the first day I met him and knew what kind of trouble I was in. No one else but my brother knows the truth. The only people around me who know are Ricky and now you.”
Gently she took my hand. “I believe you,” she said.
I stared at her. She was either gullible or very trusting. The two kind of went hand in hand. “Do you have magic powers, too?” I blurted out. I couldn’t help myself, I was nervous and overstimulated, and not to mention completely exhausted.
Alva threw her hands up in exasperation. “Does my brother not know how to keep his mouth closed? You would think he would tell you where our vaults are too.” She got up off the bed and went back to the red dress lying on the floor where she had dropped it. She shook it out and brought it over. “Please let me help you get dressed? This should hide your shoulder. I will mention in passing to my brother I took care of the scratches and nothing is amiss.”
And just like that, we were back to normal. I heaved a huge sigh of relief. It definitely could’ve been a lot worse and might’ve cost me the mission. “Thank you,” I said quietly, taking her subtle offering of peace. “I would like that.”
I put the slip on and pulled at my wet hair.
“Do not worry,” Alva said. “We have a machine to dry your hair in a few seconds.” She held out the dress and I stepped into it. She had a thoughtful look on her face. She put more salve on the scars and then covered it with a fresh bandage before she buttoned the back closed along the line of embroidery. The buttons went across my back from one shoulder to the other, and then down my side. The back was a mesh material, so it didn’t hide the bandage, but the embroidery in the mesh helped. The front of the dress was simple. It had a few crystals along the sweetheart collar and the waist, but nothing too extravagant tonight. Not bad considering some of the monstrosities sitting in the closet.
“I think he likes you,” Alva said thoughtfully as I dried my hair.
I sat on the small stool in front of the vanity. “I know,” I replied. “That’s why I brought the cub here. I need to come up with a name for him though.” I adjusted my hair so I could brush it quickly. I didn’t want her trying to handle that mess at its worse. I glanced in the mirror and saw her staring at me. “You were talking about the cub right?”
She laughed so hard I sat back, shocked. “No,” she gasped. “I meant my brother, Andvari.”
I felt like an idiot. “Uh, let’s try that again.” I giggled a little. I hated when I giggled. It only happened when I was embarrassed.
Alva took the brush from my hand and went to work on my hair. “I believe my brother cares for you.”
I scoffed. “That’s only because he has this psychotic belief,” I told her. I quickly scrubbed my face with rose water and then put some lotion on. The lotion also smelled like roses. The winter air would have my skin crack and peel if I wasn’t careful.
“What is this belief, lady?” Alva asked with a small smile.
I glared at her in the mirror as I grabbed my mascara. “If you don’t stop calling me lady, I’m going to call you Princess.”
“You cannot, you already swore.”
Damn it. I screwed myself out of some good ammunition. I applied the mascara. “I will in private then.”
“Tell me what this belief is.”
God, she was as stubborn as I was. “He thinks I’m his treasure to guard because your father calls me ‘lady’. I understand it’s the title for a scholar, but it bothers me.”
Alva pulled on my hair, doing whatever she did to make it look elegant. “That is a perfectly acceptable reason for him to protect you, but not to tell you secrets. I still believe he has feelings for you.”
I grabbed red lipstick and smeared it across my lips. I wanted to keep my makeup simple. Red was easy, it was bold. If someone couldn’t stop staring at your lips, then they weren’t going to notice you didn’t do anything else with your face, Victoria had said once. My hand faltered and I missed. “He doesn’t like me, Alva, stop being weird.” I grabbed a clean cloth and began wiping off the streak of lipstick. “I think he’s lonely. He needs a friend.”
It was her turn to falter. “What makes you say such a thing?”
The lipstick was bright and perfect. I put it down. It was like my mistake had never been there. I traced the spot where I’d smeared. Victoria had a special concoction she used to fix lipstick smears without leaving a stain on your skin. I wondered if she’d ever patented it.
“Did you hear me?” Alva asked.
“What?” My hand dropped and I came back to the world I was currently on. I pushed back the memories and focused on the present.
“What makes you think Andvari is lonely?” Alva asked.
“You’re the one with the powers, you tell me.” Remembering my old life always put me on edge; it was a reaction I was still trying to manage.
She said nothing as she handed me pearl earrings. I put them on as she clasped the pearl necklace around my neck. My hair looked fabulous as always. Somehow she’d woven pearl strands into it. I took one last look in the mirror. I thought I looked too innocent. I knew what happened when someone looked innocent. People liked to corrupt and twist it.
I dug through my stuff, throwing items as I looked for it. I just had it the other day. It couldn’t be missing. I finally found it at the bottom of the bag I’d taken with me on the trip. I stared at the stick of eyeliner. Alva watched me carefully, trying to understand what I was doing.
I sat in front of the mirror again. I lined my eyes, dark and thick. I was careful not to cross into trashy territory, but I wanted that layer between my soul and someone else. I felt the fickle line between sanity and full on crazy fading. I tried to pull myself back from the edge. Yes, I was tired and it had been a long day, but I couldn’t afford to lose it at the dinner table again.
“Are you okay?” Alva came up behind me slowly. Her hand barely touched me, like she was trying to calm a wild animal.
I studied myself in the mirror again. It was because I looked like one. Maybe I should take the liner off. Maybe it was too much. I reached for the cloth again. Her hand shot out and grabbed my wrist.
“You look presentable.”
I turned to face her, I could feel the panic and I knew it showed on my face. “I couldn’t look like that; too sweet. I can’t look sweet Alva, I’m sorry.”
She softly placed her hands on the side of my face staring into my eyes, my soul, looking for something. “It’s okay,” she murmured. “Don’t worry. You look dark and mysterious now, not sweet. I promise.” She took my hand and helped me up. “Let’s think of a name for your cub as we head to dinner. You’ll look even further from a sweet, innocent girl when you carry your lougar cub to the dinner table.”
My emotions were giving me whiplash. One minute I was furious and the next I was shaky and losing my grip on my tenuous control. I collapsed into her arms. “Thank you,” I whispered. Her strength helped me brace myself and close the door in my mind that made me fall down a dark and endless rabbit hole.
Maybe it wasn’t so bad I’d told her my darkest secret. It made me wonder. What if I told Wolfe the truth? I grabbed the cub – but then, I reminded myself, I hadn’t told Alva the whole truth.




 
Celeste sat at the dinner table, running her fingertip around the rim of her glass. She sat next to Chase. The human was late again. Katerina had many flaws, it was apparent to her at least, if not to anyone else. Celeste looked up and saw Chase watching her carefully.
“Something you’d like to share?” he asked.
Her mind went back to the previous day. Not only had the incompetent human saved her from dying thousands of light years from her home planet, but she had held her over the ocean with hardly any strain. Celeste knew she was no lightweight; her people looked tall, slender, and feminine. It was a great ploy, but Celeste knew her body mass was far heavier than it looked. No human female should have been able to maintain that hold for as long as Katerina had. Something about her was not right. Celeste had known the moment she had laid eyes on her. The girl was hiding something.
Celeste was well aware there was no love lost between Katerina and herself. Therefore it was illogical for Katerina to save her. Maybe the human was telling the truth. The thought had never occurred to her. Celeste didn’t understand and she didn’t want to trust the human. But maybe she had been wrong?
“Celeste?”
“Just the events of our trip, Wolfe.” Celeste touched her shoulder briefly. There was still pain. The force of the fall being abruptly stopped had done its damage, but she wasn’t about to mention it.
This damn mission was far more dangerous than she cared for. And that damn girl, Katerina. Celeste did not like mysteries, especially aboard her ship.
“So Kat managed to hold you,” Chase said. “How is that even possible?”
Celeste glared at him. She was not about to explain to him how a tiny, human girl managed to save her life. At least she wasn’t going to out loud. She wondered the same thing herself. Celeste knew her captain would hold the incident over her head any time she disagreed with Katerina.
Celeste turned away from him and watched these strange people, who were a lot like her own, walk about and set the table. Perhaps Katerina was like Chase, Celeste mused. She knew he wasn’t necessarily human. Perhaps the two were more alike than Celeste originally thought.
Alva walked through the double doors and behind her was Katerina. Celeste almost wished the girl was Sarmation, at least then she would understand why she was so strong and beautiful. Humans normally didn’t have the traits that Katerina did.
Celeste narrowed her eyes. She had brought that damned cub. Celeste would never understand why Katerina did the things she did and presumed she never would. Chase followed her line of sight and she heard his breath catch. Hatred coursed through her. What she wouldn’t give for him to look at her like that again. There was a shade of fear in his eyes as he caught sight of the cub. Celeste smiled. Perhaps Katerina would bring their welcome to a screeching halt.
This particular mission rubbed her the wrong way. How could she possibly be battle ready in these inferior gowns? At least on her own planet the gowns were designed to allow maneuverability and the accessories were engraved, functional armor. Not these frivolous earrings all the women there wore. Earrings were the most idiotic fashion statement Celeste could think of. It would be so easy for an enemy to rip one out of the ear and tear the tender skin.
Celeste watched the proceedings with distaste. She also didn’t understand this planet’s obsession with Katerina. The human was nothing special, above average perhaps for her race.
Arik stood and crossed the room to Katerina. He offered her his arm and she took it with a refined grace. They approached the table and he offered her the chair to his left. The men stood until Katerina sat. It was so formal. It reminded Celeste of the politics she had to deal with on her planet. With her status and family name, Celeste had attended more functions than she cared to remember.
Celeste caught sight of Katerina’s bare feet. She was sure no one else noticed which irritated her to no end. It was as if everyone catered to this girl’s insanities. The reason was still lost on her. Perhaps it was the state they had found her in on Earth. Such conditions would affect almost any race, except perhaps hers. Sarmations were trained at a very young age to withstand pain and mental torture.
She remembered her lessons vividly, though she did not like to dwell. Celeste was taught if the mind broke, then the rest followed. As warriors, it was not allowed. Someone with a broken mind could not be relied on; they could break formation and endanger the entire company. If your mind broke, you hid it, or you were forcibly retired. Celeste refused to be retired, until the Federation had her entire Army permanently disbanded.
Katerina placed the cub on her lap, acting as if a formal dinner with a wild animal was common. Arik stared at it before he finally inquired.
“Where did you come by this creature?”
Katerina jerked at the question. “We killed his parents.”
Intriguing way to broach the subject. Did the girl feel guilty?
“I read the report and there was only a brief mention of the incident,” Arik said.
At the King’s signal, food was brought out and placed before them. Celeste checked the knife in her boot. She hadn’t bothered to change her shoes. She started picking at her food as she continued to watch the exchange. The meat wasn’t raw enough for her liking.
“A small one,” Katerina replied.
Celeste raised a brow, interesting summation. She didn’t allow herself to react further.
“Everyone survived?” The King laughed. He seemed in good spirits.
Celeste still wasn’t sure if this man was a fool or simply naïve.
“As you can see.” Katerina smiled before taking a bite of food.
Ricky was silent. Celeste watched him subtly. He seemed off as well. The whole crew was put off by the separation and the way the planet expected them to follow their rules so delicately. Wolfe wanted this treasure badly, and he would play by their rules for as long as necessary, which required the same of Ricky and Celeste. She sighed at the thought.
Katerina’s eyes snapped to hers. The girl was uncanny with her perceptions. It made Celeste uncomfortable. So she smiled. Katerina blinked in surprise, and then shifted her attention to the cub. He had awoken at the smell of food. Celeste watched in disgust as the girl fed it from her plate.
“Have you named the creature yet?” Celeste asked.
All eyes turned to her. Celeste had forgotten she hadn’t spoken in front of these people often. Apparently she was to be the main attraction. She could be charming. How many functions had she attended? She could do this in her sleep.
“Tiberius,” Katerina replied.
Her mind would always be a mystery to Celeste. Tiberius? Was that even a real name?
“Any particular reason?” Andvari inquired.
“Kirk was already taken.”
The girl was clearly insane. Celeste looked around. Did her inane babblings make sense to anyone? Apparently Ricky; the fool was choking from holding his laughter back. Celeste rolled her eyes. How this crew got anything accomplished was beyond her imagination.
Chase looked troubled. Celeste nudged him with her knee. He looked up at her, but his eyes weren’t focused. Something was wrong. She gave him a questioning look. Chase merely shrugged which was not an adequate reply.
“Talk to me,” she whispered.
“Now is not the time or place.” Chase shut her out.
There used to be a time when he confided in her, when he told her everything that troubled him, but that was a long time ago. Things had changed between them a little over a year before. She never learned why. He had ended their relationship abruptly with no explanation and they had been growing apart since then.
Celeste was annoyed. She was done with the pleasantries. It was time to make this interesting. “Katerina,” she said coyly. “I was wondering. How did you manage to keep us from falling off the cliff with only one hand?”
***
My entire body went cold. I felt everyone’s eyes turn on me, boring into me, trying to see inside me.
Breathe.
Celeste had worded her question perfectly, that bitch. I thought the two of us had finally gotten somewhere.
“Well?” she asked. There was a smirk on her face. “I’m extremely grateful, but the possibility of a human female of your size being capable of such a thing is extraordinary.”
I stared at Celeste. How in hell would I answer her question?
“I saw it all,” Andvari said.
My heart beat too fast, it made me feel faint. Did he assume something as well? I looked at Alva. She shook her head almost imperceptibly. So his sister hadn’t said anything.
“What exactly happened?” Arik asked. He didn’t look happy.
Why didn’t he look happy?
“We had a lougar attack, a pair of mates who hadn’t migrated as is normal for their kind.” Andvari was such a good talker. “They attacked us. One tried to take Celeste, and Katerina managed to get to her in time. But the lougar fell over the northern cliffs, dragging the two of them along. Katerina managed to keep them both from plummeting until I could help pull them up.” Andvari took a sip of wine. I was mesmerized by how simple he made it sound. “Another second and they would have fallen.”
I looked at Arik. He seemed to be buying it.
“No one was scratched or bitten I presume?”
I shot a look at Alva but she wouldn’t look at me. I held my breath.
Andvari looked at me then and I couldn’t look away. “Katerina was scratched,” he said. “But we got the antidote to her in time.” He held my gaze for a few seconds more and then continued eating. Somehow I was going to pay for that.
I didn’t understand why it was such a big deal. They had the antidote for a reason.
“You are all lucky.” Arik looked around at the table. “Poison from the lougar’s claws and teeth are deadly if not treated.”
I looked at Celeste. Her eyes were still fastened on me. We stared each other down.
“It was close, Majesty, but no one was hurt,” she confirmed.
Oh boy. I couldn’t tell if I was relieved or not. I could tell she knew something was off, but neither of us knew what. Alva hadn’t bothered to explain it to me, which was understandable since she’d been shocked for an entirely different reason.
“Katerina,” Arik was speaking to me.
I faced him, putting a polite smile on my face.
Arik waved his hand at the lougar. “As a cub, your lougar is helpless, but in a few months when he starts maturing the poison sacs will develop. We do have a surgeon who can remove those. We have had lougar cubs in my family before. Though, it has been many generations.” Arik smiled at me.
How was he so calm about this? It was like no one really cared I had a wild animal in my lap who would grow up to possibly kill us all.
“That would be much appreciated, Majesty.” The sac in the teeth I would remove, but the claws could be useful one day if I trained my Star Trek cub. I stroked his fur. I wasn’t hungry anymore. I was pretty sure my appetite had run away with my heart.
***
I sat alone at my vanity table later that night. It was dark in my rooms since I hadn’t turned on the lights. I didn’t need to; I could see fine. A great benefit I supposed. It was something else to add to the list of things different about me. The list had been growing steadily since Ricky and I discovered my genetic alterations.
I stared at myself in the mirror and I could see the differences, the lines in my face where it used to be rounder. Now the lines were sharp. Would I still look like my twin? I tugged on the chain around my neck and pulled the crystal out from my dress. I hadn’t allowed myself to think of Kris much since we’d landed on the planet. There was nothing I could do until we found Asgard. Somehow this crystal reader was supposed to be in the same place as the necklace which didn’t make sense to me. I was losing patience. It was taking too long and I didn’t want to wait until we found some secret place. I wanted my brother back, now.
Tiberius slept at my feet, warming them with his fur and body. I guessed I wasn’t completely alone. I carefully took the pearls off my throat and put them back in the box. The earrings were next. I raised my chin up and to the side, tracing the line of my neck. I looked at the scar from the knife that wasn’t there anymore and wondered what it would take for me to die.
It really is such a waste.
Oh, those voices. And here I thought I was alone. How stupid of me. I would hear Marco and Cromwell’s voices for a long time. I moved my gaze from my neck to my arms. I softly ran my fingertips over the skin, barely touching the surface. It was perfect and smooth; innocent with its flawlessness. The smooth skin hid the darkness, the nasty things that I had seen. There were no scars, nothing, not even a slight shimmer – even though I knew the scars were there. They weren’t on the surface, but on my mind.
You have such beautiful skin.
I shivered and let my hand drop. At the rate of my regeneration, it would take only a day or two for the claw marks on my back to disappear completely. The dress hid the proof; the marks that reminded me I was still human. The lougar had caught me from the bottom of my shoulder blade, and ripped all the way up to the top. I still had the small scar from the pulse rifle the last time I checked. My fingers trembled and wrapped around the knife laying on the vanity. I reached behind me and sliced open the dress. I couldn’t deal with buttons.
I pulled the dress down and turned so I could see my back in the mirror. The bandage was still there, and I could see all my scars, the cuts from the pipe, the blast wound, and all the bruises.
“Pobrecita,” I whispered before I could stop myself. Poor thing.
I blinked and they were all gone. No trace of the pain I’d endured.
Only the bandage remained. I ripped it off to see what was there. My eyes were fixated on the mirror as the cold burn of fear washed over me. Four angry, red scars ran down my shoulder. They were still there, it had happened. I could prove it; for a little while longer.
“Do you always sit alone in the dark?”
Before I could even register what was going on, I reacted. I whipped around and threw the knife in my hand without a second thought.
“Katerina!” Andvari’s voice rippled through me in the dark and I could practically taste his surprise. “Are you trying to kill me?” he asked.
My eyes refocused and I remembered where I was. I pulled myself out of the mire of my thoughts and memories, and shrugged nonchalantly. “The thought occurred to me,” I said. The fabric from my dress lay in my lap and I grabbed it, holding it to me in an attempt to cover myself. I couldn’t move without him seeing me. It occurred to me he could see everything with his specific set of skills. “I need you to turn around and not look until I say so.”
“Why?”
I could hear his voice getting closer. “I said turn around!” I snapped.
There was a hesitation, something heavy hung in the air, and it wasn’t pretty. Nope, it was my issues right out in the open for him to see. He had surprised me and I hated it. I was losing it; cracks in my reality.
“I’m turned around and my eyes are closed,” he stated.
I pulled on an oversized, white t-shirt and then stepped out of the dress I had ruined without thinking. I grabbed some sweatpants and slipped them on. “You can turn back around now.”
Andvari turned to face me. I could see him so clearly, as if we were standing outside in the middle of the day, but the light looked different. It was a blue-ish purple instead of the yellow I was used to. I couldn’t read the expression on his face, but I thought maybe he was still in shock after I’d almost skewered him. I tilted my head to the side as I watched him and wondered if he could actually see me, or if he just knew where I was from the sound of my voice.
But then again, he was the descendent of Heimdallr.
“Were you trying to kill me?” he asked simply.
“Not you specifically.” I shrugged, throwing the once gorgeous dress on the chair near my bed.
“Someone else perhaps?” he asked, taking a step closer.
I crossed my arms and glared at him. I was going to be super pissed if he’d snuck in here just to chitchat. Andvari better have a good reason for coming in unannounced. “Perhaps.”
Tiberius rubbed up against my ankles, his purr sounded like a small engine. There was food in the corner, he would be fine.
A gust of wind blew in, my balcony doors open and the curtains fluttered like lost things. The temperature in the room dropped significantly. Winter was arriving quickly.
I decided to ignore Andvari until he explained what exactly he was doing in my rooms. I sat back down at my vanity and started taking the strings of pearls out of my hair, I didn’t need to ruin anything else that wasn’t mine, and put them away as I watched Andvari in the mirror. He started looking around the room as I continued to pull the pins out of my hair until it all fell down my shoulders again. I grabbed a cloth and dipped it in the rosewater and began washing the makeup off of my face.
Andvari took the knife from the wall, only an inch to his left, and brought it to me. He placed it on the vanity and stared at me. I continued to pretend he wasn’t there, though I eyed him through the mirror as I finished washing my face. When I was done I turned to stare back at him. There was a moment of silence, and I felt the wind tug at my hair, pulling it this way and that.
“Endless questions,” I said.
He looked startled. “What?”
I turned away and picked up Tiberius. “You have endless questions.”
“It is my turn.” He looked stubborn, exactly like my brother did when he refused to let something go.
I sighed. “Fine, but we’re not doing this in my bedroom.” I went through the adjacent door into the parlor and sat on one of the couches.
Andvari followed me but went to the fireplace instead. Soon there was a warm, crackling fire. It felt nice, but I wasn’t about to thank him yet. My eyes followed him across the room as he sat on the other couch. Tiberius curled up in my lap and went back to sleep. I scratched him behind the ears and waited.
“Tell me why I lied for you.”
He looked so beautiful in the firelight. I studied him. It didn’t look like he had any ulterior motives. He only wanted the truth, yet I couldn’t give him that. Telling one person was enough.
You’re making me do this.
I shook my head. No. I couldn’t get confused. I dug my fingers into the cub’s fur. “I didn’t ask you to lie for me.”
“I could see you needed me to.” Andvari crossed his arms over his chest and sat back. He was in for the long haul. My eyes ran over the muscles in his arms and shoulders, he looked huge in the shadows from the fire. “You are not one of my people are you?” he asked.
I laughed dryly. “No, I’m not descended from your Gods; I’m Russian.”
He frowned.
I waved it off. “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “What exactly do you want to know?”
“If you are human, how did the poison not affect you?” Andvari crossed his leg at the ankle.
I stared at this mannerism. He seemed so relaxed despite the topic.
I looked at my hands. I would have to lie, and for some reason I didn’t want to, but I couldn’t take the risk. “Ricky gave me the antidote.”
He glared at me. “I don’t want to have to drag this out of you, Katerina.”
“Then don’t.” I shifted. It was getting hard to breathe. I had to calm down before I had some sort of panic attack. “I don’t understand your question,” I said. “What normally happens when someone gets lougar poison in their system?”
“At the very least they there is a fever and they become dehydrated…at the worst, they burn from the inside out and their organs liquefy.”
I shuddered, it sounded horrible. “There are a lot of vaccines out there, one of them probably made me resistant to the poison,” I said vaguely.
His eyes narrowed, but he uncrossed his arms, relaxing. “Perhaps,” he said. “But, I doubt it.”
I shrugged. “I’ve always healed faster than average.”
Freak.
Clearly she’s crazy.
I rubbed my temples, trying to shut up the voices and ease the headache I could feel coming on. Andvari didn’t say anything, but he watched me closely. I frowned at him. “Don’t,” I said.
“What are you talking about?” he asked.
I moved, tucking my legs up on the couch. The cub didn’t even wake at the movement. “Don’t do your weird looking thing,” I said. “You can’t see into my mind.”
He blanched at my words. “How can you do that?”
I gave him a look, did he really not know? “Ricky is a telepath and even he can’t read my thoughts if I don’t want him to.”
Andvari uncrossed his legs and put his elbows on his thighs, leaning forward. “I didn’t know he was a telepath.”
I found it unusual since they had records of almost every alien race. “His people are,” I confirmed. “How else do you think he could learn your language?”
“Ah.” Andvari sounded like he actually understood. “That explains a lot. We were sure he was a spy since no one has access to our language or people.”
Technically it wasn’t true. No one thought there were any of them left, which was why the Federation wasn’t looking for them. The Norse culture was dead and so was its language. It had been for centuries. Our eyes met and neither one of us looked away.
Andvari leaned back. “There is talk,” he said. “There are rumors the Federation searches for the perfect human; the perfect soldier. I’ve heard there were experiments.”
My head snapped up. “What?”
“The Federation experiments on its soldiers,” he said, looking at me like it was obvious. “And they experiment on specimens they find in hospitals who are unconscious. They’ve been semi-successful, but they’ve been trying to perfect it for the last hundred years.”
How could he possibly know that? What else did he know, what else could Andvari see? Could he see how old I was? I doubted it, but there was always a chance he could.
“Why are you telling me this?” I asked, suspicious.
Andvari stood and my eyes followed him closely. “Your captain was a soldier, no? He seems like the perfect soldier if you ask me.”
I bolted upright. How could he make such wild claims and think it wouldn’t bother me. “Of course he’s the perfect soldier,” I spat. “He spent his whole life in the military. What are you trying to imply, that he’s some experiment?” I turned away from him in disgust and snapped my fingers at the cub to wake him.
“No, Katerina, I’ve seen it. There’s something more to him than the average soldier.”
I walked out of the parlor. I didn’t want to hear anything more he had to say. Even if there was a chance it was true, I could not deal with it at the moment.
Andvari was fast. He moved across the room and grabbed my arm when I’d only taken a few steps. The cub at my heels growled. I glanced down at him; I would have to start training him. He was extremely protective which could be infinitely useful. “Get off of me,” I demanded, ripping my arm out of his grasp. “You can’t just come in here and make insane claims on my crewmembers. Do you even have any idea what kind of shitstorm you are talking about? You’re planet is protected and safe from the Federation.” I waved my arm wildly in the general direction of space. “Not so much out there with the Federation, and the consequences from your accusation could destroy lives.”
I whipped around and went into my dark room, but he was persistent and followed me.
“I’m not trying to ruin lives, Katerina. I only want you to know that I know who he is.”
I glared at him over my shoulder. “And what exactly do you plan to do with this information, even if I believed you?”
He gave me a weird look. “I’m not going to say anything,”
I stalked across the room and got in his face. “Do you think playing games is funny? Why are you threatening us then? What purpose do you have telling me when you never planned to do anything about it except blackmail me?” I was yelling and I couldn’t stop myself. I refused to let him put everything I worked for in danger.
“I’m only telling you because I know you and your captain aren’t so different.” His long, blond hair fluttered in the cold wind from the balcony. Shadows covered his face with the warm glow coming from the room behind him.
I stood there, letting his words sink in and slammed the walls down around my mind, my face going blank. Andvari had no idea what he was dealing with. “So I keep hearing,” I said. “If you don’t mind, I’m tired and I’d like to go to bed.”
Andvari took another step toward me and I flinched. “I’m not trying to threaten you,” he said quietly. “I want you to know I am not afraid.”
He left and I collapsed on the bed, hyperventilating. If I understood what he said correctly, Andvari was on to me. Not only that, he implied Wolfe was also experimented on. I flopped on my back and took a deep breath while a tear leaked from the corner of my eye. What if it were true?
***
Chase Wolfe watched Andvari leave Kat’s room from outside on the ground. He knew he shouldn’t be outside in the dark, but he couldn’t help himself; he was worried about her. He was worried the poison could still be in her system.
The second shadow had kept him away until he saw Andvari leave. Something about the guy put Chase on edge. He did not like him and the way he always hung around Kat. Andvari was up to something and he knew he wouldn’t like whatever the reason was.
Chase deftly climbed up the wall of the castle and lifted himself up and over the balcony. He landed silently in a crouch. He ghosted across the floor and stopped, pressing into the wall. He held still in the shadows as she moved.
Chase watched her as she tossed and turned. Katerina was always preoccupied. Chase didn’t feel like he could pull her away from her work to ask her about the scratches. She hated talking about herself. He knew she would brush him off if he asked about it. Kat snuggled with her cub, the crazy girl. She would find something deadly and turn it into a pet.
He wondered how astute she was. Did she know more than he thought? If she could sense something was off with him, it might explain why she wouldn’t confide in him.
His most guarded secret required the highest classification to even be in the same room as him and his doctor, let alone the classification needed to know what exactly was going on. He swore his silence under an oath and there were hardly any alive who still knew his secret. Donnelly was one of the last.
That bastard. He would rip him limb from limb.
Chase grabbed the door handles; Kat had left them open to let the frigid air in. His grip tightened on the handles as he thought of the threats Donnelly had thrown at him. Chase would never let him follow through on any of them. He pushed the doors closed from the outside so the cold couldn’t come in. When he let go, he saw his grip had molded the handles to the shape of his hand. Chase contemplated ripping them off the doors to hide the evidence, but thought it would make things even worse. He jumped down off the balcony to the ground two stories below and then walked back to into the castle.




 
I had a headache when I woke up and rubbed my forehead to ease the pain. It was still dark outside. How long had I slept? My watch said it was only four in the morning. I groaned and rolled over. My face pushed into something soft and furry.
I lifted myself up with my arms and opened my eyes to see the cub staring at me. He mewed when he saw I was awake and jumped up. Tiberius patted at my face with his paw and I rolled onto my back. The cub wouldn’t be deterred. He pounced on my stomach and I almost gagged with his weight pressing on my abdomen.
“Fine, I’ll feed you,” I grumbled.
I sat up and let my feet dangle above the floor. It was freezing and the fire was reduced to glowing embers. I picked up my pants from the floor and pulled them on, and then yanked my boots on. I grabbed one of my sweaters and went to the vanity. My reflection stared back at me in the darkness. I washed my face, but decided to leave the rest alone; it was too early to care.
Tiberius followed me out of the room and down the stairs. Someone had to be around who I could ask for directions. I rubbed my face and tried to wake up. I didn’t sleep well and I kept having strange dreams – dreams of Wolfe suddenly hulking out and tearing out of a lab. I knew it was ridiculous but I had no other reference to that kind of experimentation. The man was definitely strong, but he’d been a soldier most of his life; a lot of his skills were easily explained away by logic. I shook my head as I reached the ground floor. The chances of Wolfe being experimented on were slim to none. Even if he were, his memory would be wiped. He’d told me as much when we’d discussed the subject before.
Tiberius stopped and pressed up against my leg. I stilled, he could sense something I couldn’t see and I wasn’t going to dismiss it out of hand. I searched the shadows and sniffed the air. It smelled like cold, night air and musk.
“Hello?” I called out. “Is anyone there?”
“It’s just me, lady.” Alva stepped into a patch of moonlight with Fenrir at her side.
That explained the cub’s reaction. The wolf came over and sniffed at the cub. Tiberius didn’t move. He let Fenrir shove his nose in his fur. I was impressed considering the wolf was bigger than him. I cocked my head at the two animals. Tiberius was more intelligent than I’d originally thought; he caught on quick.
“Your wolf isn’t going to try and eat the cub is he?” I asked as I watched the two carefully.
Alva stopped about a foot away from me. “No,” she said. “Fenrir understands he is only a baby.”
Interesting, I thought. Animals could be so perceptive. I remembered watching a video once of a panther who had killed a monkey, and then found a baby monkey on the body. The panther tried to take care of the baby as if it was its own, but it had died from exposure. It made me wonder about animals, how smart they were, and how empathetic they could be. It almost surprised me I hadn’t come across one who could speak.
“I’m heading to the kitchens,” I stated. “I probably should feed him meat, but maybe I could get him used to some kind of cat chow in case Wolfe decides I can take him with us.” Tiberius seemed to be getting used to Fenrir, even curious. The cub began to sniff the wolf as well and I decided the two wouldn’t attack each other.
“I’ll come with you,” Alva said. “I was about to take Fenrir on a walk if you’d like to come after the cub is fed.” She walked down a hall I didn’t even know was there. Probably one the servants and staff used.
I followed her and Tiberius stayed near my heels. “Sure, Tiberius would probably like the walk.”
Alva didn’t need any light to make her way to the kitchens and I figured she made the trip regularly. Fenrir might hunt alone when he was outside, but he probably enjoyed the easy meals as well. I couldn’t imagine how much something his size could eat in one day.
Alva grabbed something from the pantry and threw it on the floor. Fenrir attacked it and chomped down immediately. The cub watched him for a moment before joining him. I squinted to see better and saw an animal carcass. I would have to ask about chow later and wean the cub off of the meat if I were to keep him.
Alva came over with a jar of milk and poured it into a saucer. She handed it to me and I whistled as I knelt down and placed it on the floor. The cub looked up and bounded over when he saw me. I didn’t have to persuade him to drink the milk.
When the two were finished Alva tossed me some bread and I caught it out of reflex. “Let’s go,” she said and led me out a back door in the kitchen.
We stepped outside and were close to the forest, I looked up and the stars were bright. It was the first night I could see two of the three moons that orbited Reidgotaland. They cast a blue glow and I could see as if it were day. We headed to the forest where I knew it would be darker and difficult to see.
“You can see in the dark?” I asked Alva.
She nodded and watched Fenrir as he picked up his pace and trotted towards the trees. Fenrir came around in a circle and herded the cub forward. “As Andvari’s twin, we both inherited some of Heimdallr’s gifts, as I’m sure he already told you, but mine are not nearly as strong as my brother’s.”
We walked at each other’s sides and I stuffed my hands in my pockets to keep them warm. “He did, but he did not mention you were twins.”
I could see her smile from the corners of my eyes. “Yes, but our relationship is complicated,” she said.
I eyed her. After everything I’d learned about Alva, them being twins didn’t surprise me as much as it probably should have. She and I had more in common than I realized. “Why is your relationship complicated?” I asked. How could twins have a complicated relationship?
“We were separated at birth,” she explained. “Our mother died in childbirth. My father thought only one of us had survived.”
We made it to the tree line and it worried me when I couldn’t see the cub. “Can you see them?” I asked. There were a million other questions I could ask her, but I didn’t think it was polite.
If the two of them were twins, did that mean Alva had just as much claim to the throne as Andvari, or did they follow the patriarchal system? I couldn’t imagine growing up to find out one day I had a twin sister – no wonder the two didn’t seem close.
“I can see them,” she reassured me.
I stepped carefully on the forest’s underbrush and tried to refocus my eyes to use what little light there was. I placed my feet where they wouldn’t make any noise, no twigs to crack, or rustle of leaves.
“Andvari loves me,” Alva said. Her voice was quiet and pensive. “But our culture does not have a precedent for twin heirs so he keeps his distance. My father will have to make the decision one day. The simplest would be for us to marry and rule together, but Arik wants to give us the chance to choose who we love even though the people and advisors do not agree.”
Mentally I recoiled at the thought of them marrying. It was an old custom, but it still made me feel squidgy. I couldn’t think of anything to say to her. The idea repulsed me, all I could think of was marrying my brother and it made me gag. I reminded myself to be respectful of other cultures, but it was not easy to keep quiet.
She looked sideways at me. “I know it is strange to outsiders,” Alva said. “But Andvari and I have the strongest gifts of our people.”
My concentration broke and my feet shuffled. The leaves rustled and Fenrir turned to stare at me as if I’d disappointed him. “It is weird,” I said, failing to find something better to tell her. “But I’m glad your father is reasonable.”
“So tell me what Andvari said to you last night.” Alva sat on a large rock and watched her wolf disappear into the trees. The cub trotted after Fenrir.
I sat next to Alva and watched the two of them go. I trusted the wolf to watch out for Tiberius enough to relax. “He wanted to know about the poison,” I said.
The sky began to lighten as dawn approached. The sun would be over the horizon in about an hour. This planet was smaller than Earth so it made sense the sun would rise and set faster than it did there. I’d adjusted, but the shorter days were messing with my sleep schedule.
“He cares for you, Katerina,” she said and picked at the moss growing on the boulder.
I rolled my eyes. “Maybe as a friend, but all he’s done since I’ve gotten here is threaten me.”
A small smile crossed her face. “I’ve done the same.”
I shook my head. “Only once, your brother has done it multiple times. I understand he’s protective, but it’s unnecessary.”
“Perhaps,” she said. “Perhaps he’s trying to understand you, an outsider. It’s been a long time since we’ve had off-worlders visit and you are definitely not an average off-worlder. You know more about our culture and history than most living in our society.”
I picked up a stick and threw it. She was crazy, I figured, or reaching for some explanation for Andvari’s behavior that wasn’t offensive. “Maybe,” I said, unconvinced.
Fenrir and Tiberius came back to check on us and disappeared again. We were silent for a few moments and I took a bite of the bread. It was buttery and sweet. Alva broke the silence and changed the subject.
“What was it like in prison?” She sounded fearful when she asked me. “You do not have to answer if it is too difficult to speak of.”
“It was horrible.” I couldn’t tell her I still dreamed of the time I’d spent there, or how the dreams sometimes happened when I was still awake. “Wolfe saved me. I owe him more than I can ever repay for that.”
“And he doesn’t know about your…genetic makeup?” Alva asked, unsure of the last two words.
“Nope.” I finished the bread and stood. I couldn’t hear Tiberius anymore. I whistled and a few minutes later he ran back to me. I knelt and ruffled his fur. “Andvari thinks he is one of the soldier experiments.” The idea still terrified me. I couldn’t even begin to understand the ramifications if he were and was aware of it.
Alva seemed surprised. “Perhaps he is, wouldn’t that help you?”
I shrugged. “I have no idea. If he is, he’s not supposed to remember it. If the Federation found out he did…” I trailed off. I didn’t need to explain to her how bad that could be.
Fenrir finally made his way back. We turned around and started toward the castle. The sun peeked over the mountains and the air became warmer.
“Do you love him?” Alva asked.
“Excuse me?” I was shocked she would even ask. “Do I love Wolfe?” I clarified.
“Yes.”
I laughed. “That’s ridiculous.”
She stopped and watched me closely. “It is not necessarily ridiculous. You said he saved your life: it would stand to reason the two of you would be close. If you love the captain, it would make sense why you would not have feelings for Andvari.”
I narrowed my eyes. “You’ve been reading too many romance novels,” I stated. “Has it not occurred to you I simply don’t care for either of them? I have bigger problems than my nonexistent love life.”
She smiled and caught up to me. “Care to make a wager on it?” Alva asked.
I stopped in my tracks and stared at her incredulously. “What is wrong with you?” I demanded. “We have to find a mythical necklace and somehow find my missing brother.”
She shrugged. “I would wager that if your captain allows Tiberius to leave with you, he loves you, regardless of how you may feel.”
My mouth dropped open in shock. What a cheeky little bet. I crossed my arms and glared at her. “If he does, it could be because he likes Tiberius and sees what an asset he could be.”
Alva ignored me and kept walking. She glanced back and grinned. Annoyed, I followed her and waved the cub forward. Tiberius stayed beside me on our way back and didn’t stray once. He was definitely trainable and I should start soon before he got too old.
I muttered to myself. Alva had no clue what she was talking about. She could say how much something could mean one thing or another, but it was a stupid game. I didn’t have the time or energy for such things. Andvari was a sweet, amazing guy who happened to be gorgeous as well. But he had trust issues which I completely understood, though I wouldn’t forget the knife on my neck anytime soon, or the look on his face when he saw me lose my shit at dinner. Wolfe was my captain and I owed him everything. We had different outlooks, but the gap between our generations made it logical. With Wolfe’s milk chocolate skin and green eyes he was beautiful as well. I knew he cared for me, but we were only friends.
I wasn’t going to deny both men were attractive, or even that they had qualities I might be interested in if I were looking for someone to spend my life with. I frowned and we stepped out of the trees. The sun reflected off of the cream-colored stone of the castle. I shielded my eyes from the sudden brightness.
Yet, Kevin still haunted my memories. I’d loved that man with everything I had. It was hard to get over your first love and it wasn’t like we’d broken up. I checked my watch and saw it was half past five in the morning. It would be hours before anyone else would be up.
If and when I found Kris and figured out what the hell was going on, I might consider relaxing enough to see how I felt about Wolfe, or even Andvari. In the meantime, I still needed to come to terms with everything I’d lost. I knew shoving everything into a box and hiding it in the dark recesses of my mind wasn’t an actual solution since it only held off the inevitable pain and suffering for a little while, but it was necessary for the time being.
Tiberius wrapped around my legs, twining through them. I sighed and knew it would be a long time before I could face those feelings.
Alva turned to face me before we walked back into the kitchen. “I’m sorry if I’ve upset you Katerina, but I do think you might be the only one who is not aware of the tension you cause in the men around you.”
“I’m not upset,” I said indignantly. “You’re just reading too much into things.”
Alva seemed unsure of my reply and tried to explain it to me again. “You will have to deal with it someday and probably soon. You may not think now is the best time, but others are not as sure as you are.”
“Look, Alva, let’s just agree to disagree. This is not an episode of The Bachelorette.” I flung the door to the kitchen open and stomped through with the cub eagerly smelling the air at my heels.
The kitchen wasn’t empty. The chef and his staff were bustling about to make breakfast ready, but they stopped and stared when I walked in. “Uh, hi,” I said in surprise. They looked nervously at Tiberius as he sniffed the floors and looked for something else he could eat. “It’s okay,” I reassured them. “He only wants a snack. The cub won’t bite you.”
They didn’t comprehend anything I’d said. I turned to Alva with Fenrir at her side and the staff relaxed, although it didn’t make any sense when she had the mutant wolf with her. I shook my head; it made no sense at all. The cub couldn’t possibly be more dangerous than a full grown mountain wolf.
Alva spoke to them in Norse and they calmed down enough to go back to their work. “I’ll get the cub a snack,” Alva told me.
She handed me some fruit and I munched on it while I ignored the staff’s curious eyes. I watched as she fed the wolf and the cub again. The chef smiled when he saw her. Even if her people didn’t know what would happen with their princess in the future, they doted on her: the lost Viking princess. I had to admit, her story intrigued me as well. It seemed like one of those feel-good stories people absolutely adored.
I picked up the cub and told Alva I’d be in the library after I showered. I knew I looked disheveled to say the least. Tiberius fell asleep in my arms as I carried him to my rooms. I lay him down on the bed and then showered.
Alva had rattled me with our conversation and I couldn’t shake the feeling she might be right. Was it wrong for me to put my entire life on hold for my brother? Clearly he did not do the same if my intuition was at all correct. He had people who worked for him, who followed him; their leader. Leader of what, was the real question.
I dried off and put clean pants and a shirt on. It was still cold so I put the sweater back on and some socks. I sat on the chair and watched the cub sleep. If I followed Kris’s lead and started my life over, what would I do with it? I knew when I found him my course would be altered forever, just as it had been a month or two ago.
I laughed at the idea of finding someone to settle down with and start a family. It was something I might’ve done five hundred years ago, but now I wasn’t even sure it was possible. I could stay on the Wolfegang crew, or settle on this planet. I could work on whatever Kris had going on, but regardless of what I chose, there would be danger. Not only the danger from the Federation learning of my genetic enhancements, alterations, or whatever they wanted to call it, but of them learning about my real age and everything that went along with it.
I yanked my boots on. There were too many variables, too many possibilities that would wipe out one or more of the choices I might make. These thoughts only annoyed me further. This was why I didn’t like to think about it; there was nothing more I could do at the moment. I could only focus on the work at hand, because I had to make sure I could do whatever might be required of me, without hesitation. If I fell in love it would only complicate things further. It didn’t matter how anyone else might feel, because that couldn’t be my priority.
What was done to me and Kris was the priority. I walked out my door and looked back one last time at the cub. He didn’t stir when I closed the door. I hoped he would be fine on his own for a few hours and wouldn’t tear up the furniture.
The stairway to the library took me farther and farther down. I was finally starting to familiarize myself with the layout of the castle which was a relief. I hated when I was lost. The morning light shone through the windows but the stone held the chill close. I was glad I wore the sweater.
I pushed through the heavy, library door and noticed a fire had been started. I stood in front of it to warm my fingers for a few minutes before I wandered through the stacks of books. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but I had an idea. Our next mission was the northern continent, Grimhihldr. I knew Arik and Andvari would argue with me, but I couldn’t ignore the feeling I had that there was something up there.
I stopped and studied a rune carved into the shelf in front of me. It looked familiar but I didn’t know what it meant. Ricky had told me to relax and let my subconscious take over. The thoughts and memories skittered under the surface so they could be brought forward to my conscious mind. I took a deep breath and relaxed my muscles as I stared at the rune. It wavered and I blinked. The rune didn’t move again as I peered closer. Could it seriously be what I thought it was?
Grimhihldr. The rune was a symbol for the northern continent, or the creature I vaguely remembered from the stories I’ve read. I looked at the spines and snagged one of the books off of the shelf. I flipped slowly through the pages. The book contained general information on the continent. It mentioned facts like culture, society, but also the risks of living in such an environment.
I grabbed a few books and took them with me to a couch in front of the fireplace. I settled in for some reading while I waited for the others to wake up. The material fascinated me and I was completely absorbed. I didn’t notice when the staff started to set up breakfast until I smelled the coffee. One of the younger servants brought me a steaming cup of coffee. I looked up in surprise. He gave me a shy smile and it made his face look so young, he couldn’t be older than his teens.
“Thank you,” I said. I was grateful, but thought he might’ve approached me more out of curiosity than as a job requirement. He stood there nervously. “Do you want to sit down?” I asked.
The boy blushed and shook his head. I smiled as he walked away. He was kind of awkward in an endearing sort of way. I went back to the book and lost myself in the lore and warnings of monsters.
“How was your night?” Ricky asked.
I jumped in surprise. “You scared the crap out of me,” I told him. “I wish you wouldn’t do that.” Every time I was engrossed in reading, the world fell away, making it so I never noticed anything else.
He flopped next to me and I scooted over so he had more room. “So?” He asked.
I grunted. It was not the greatest.
“That good, huh?”
“Fantastic.” My sarcasm was obvious. “I’ve been up since four.”
“Come eat with me,” he said.
I’d already eaten, but it didn’t mean I couldn’t sit with him. I placed the book I’d been reading on the stack next to the couch and followed him to the buffet. The amount of food he put on his plate was insane.
Ricky sat down at one of the tables with his breakfast. “Celeste had it out for you last night.”
I plopped down next him. “Yes, I noticed. She was in a special sort of mood, wasn’t she?” I stirred my coffee absently with my spoon. “Any idea why?”
Ricky wouldn’t meet my questioning look and continued to eat his breakfast.
“Ricky? Tell me what set her off. I would like to avoid another encounter with her crazy side.” We were getting along so well too, and then suddenly, bam, she hated me again.
He sighed and put down his fork. “It’s not really my place to say, but she is angry about Wolfe withdrawing from her. You would have to ask her the details.”
I laughed. The idea of girl talk with Celeste was beyond ludicrous, but maybe she would be in a good mood later. I might ask her about it, but I wouldn’t hold my breath. Hiking seemed to calm her down, or maybe it was the cold. What worked for Celeste was anyone’s guess. “Yeah, that’s going to be super fun.” I rolled my eyes and took another sip.
“What would be fun?” Wolfe took the seat next to Ricky. He had a healthy-looking oatmeal mush and coffee.
I glanced over at Celeste and remembered what Ricky had said. She glowered from the buffet table. So she was still upset about Wolfe. I grinned at her. “Celeste, come and join us,” I beckoned.
I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many surprised and shocked faces at once. It was like I’d grown a second head. “What?” I asked. “I thought we should sit as a crew and chat. It feels like it’s been a long time.”
Wolfe stopped mid-bite to stare at me. “Are you feeling well?” he asked, frowning at my chipper attitude.
Celeste sat down at our table. For once, she was the one who looked uncomfortable. It looked like my invitation did exactly what I wanted it to. Everyone was now on the same page; one of confusion. “I’m feeling great. I actually got some good sleep, despite Tiberius hogging the bed.”
“You slept with that creature in your bed?” Celeste asked, appalled.
“Yeah, why not?” I looked down at the notes on my tablet. So far we had come up with a whole lot of nothing, except for our brush with death and the cub. The experience wasn’t necessary in my opinion.
“Where is the lougar now?” Ricky asked.
“Oh he’s sleeping in my rooms. He’s tired from our walk.”
“Are you going to eat?” Wolfe asked. He took another bite and eyed me apprehensively. I needed to check the mirror the next chance I had to look and see if that second head was actually coming in.
“I already ate,” I told him. “I’ve been up for hours. I took Tiberius on a walk with Fenrir and Alva. I even showered today. Then I came here to look over some more references. I ate in the kitchens. Early bird gets the worm you know.”
Again, they all stared at me. “Since when do you enjoy mornings?” Wolfe asked.
I didn’t. I didn’t actually sleep well either, I hardly slept at all, and when I did it was ruined by nightmares. I hated waking up in a cold sweat; it made sleeping undesirable at that point. I fidgeted. “Don’t worry, I’m sure it won’t last.”
“Have you spoken to the captain about your cub?” Celeste asked. She took a bite of something that still bled. I wondered if she’d spoken to the chef about her unnatural eating habits.
Wolfe gave me a strange look and I plastered on a smile. I meant to ask him about this again, but hadn’t gotten the chance yet. Thank you Celeste, for making me do it now, when I was totally unprepared. “I haven’t actually, thank you for reminding me. Wolfe, I was going to ask you if you’d given any more thought to bringing the cub onboard with us after we have finished up our mission here. I would like to keep Tiberius, as a pet.”
Andvari came and when he saw the four of us, he steered clear of our table. I couldn’t blame him; the subject was touchy, not to mention the company wasn’t exactly pleasant when we were all grumpy or on edge.
Wolfe set down his cup and looked around the table. “How would you propose we take care of it?”
“Well, it would be more me taking care of it.” I straightened my cup and made sure the handle was aligned with my tablet.
“It’s going to get very large,” he mentioned.
“Yes I know, but I thought he could help us when we are out on jobs. He would intimidate the opponent, you know? And he can stay in my room or the cargo bay. Those boxes are made of pretty indestructible material.” 
Wolfe looked around at his crew. “I don’t see why not, if no one else minds.”
Ricky grinned, showing his terrifyingly sharp teeth. “I would love it.”
Celeste threw her hands up in what could only be despair. “I live on a ship full of crazy people.”
His reply wasn’t a ‘no’, so I’d take it. I grinned back at Ricky. So much mischief to be planned, but it was time to get down to business.
I pulled up the display on my tablet so it hung in the air and everyone could clearly see the map of the northern continent. “I want to make our next trip to this place. I know it doesn’t have any lakes that aren’t frozen, but it does have a massive mountain range that runs north to south on the continent. Meaning we wouldn’t have to spend too much time so far north. We would not have to trek the entirety of south to west.”
Ricky zoomed in on the mountain range. “Why do you want to look here?”
I shrugged. “I have a feeling.”
Celeste narrowed her eyes. “You want to send us into the furthest reaches of this planet based on a feeling?”
I shook my head. “No, not just a feeling, there is a lot of that place wrapped in mystery. The lore and legends alone, along with reports of monsters…” I trailed off and waved my hand in frustration. “Look, the map warns of danger. The northern continent is the most dangerous. You don’t simply find the treasure or the ark of the covenant without the most danger you can find.”
Ricky snickered. Once again he was the only one who understood me.
“The northern continent is too dangerous to trek across alone at freezing temperatures,” Wolfe said. “We would need an entire team.”
“I would set it up, if that is the next destination,” Andvari said as he came over. “Arik would be happy to oblige.”
“Then we need to make the plans and gather what we need. I anticipate being up there for a few days,” I said as I studied exactly how big the continent was. The mountain range covered over four hundred miles total. “We’re going to need some kind of land and snow transport, like snowmobiles or something.”
Wolfe looked worried. “I’m not sure Celeste should go to the northern continent,” he stated.
“It’s called Grimhihldr,” I mentioned as I went through the map. “Wait a minute, why shouldn’t she come with us?” I asked, confused. Celeste wasn’t even angry at the proposition she should stay.
Celeste turned to me with her face scrunched in annoyance. “My race cannot regulate our bodies at low temperatures. It makes us sick and the low temperature can shut our bodies down into a type of hibernation. If the hibernation is continued for more than forty-eight hours, we can die, as the lack of oxygen to our brains incidentally kills us.”
I restrained myself from rolling my eyes, like I didn’t know what lack of oxygen did to a person. But I was making nice today, I reminded myself. “Do you think you should go or not?” I asked. I wasn’t going to say she couldn’t come. I thought maybe if I let her choose, it would help put me back in her good graces. But then again, it was a beautiful day outside, and the stars weren’t perfectly aligned which could cause Celeste to deny any sort of amiability.
“I think if we were suited up with the right equipment for such traveling I would be perfectly okay,” she said. “I would like to go, but thank you for the suggestion, Wolfe.”
He smiled at her. Maybe all would be right in the world today.
We only stayed in the library long enough for everyone to finish their food. I followed Andvari to help him collect the supplies and men we would need. He took me back to the council room, but we didn’t stop there. We continued to the back and he opened a door I didn’t remember seeing before. We walked into a small office with Arik sitting at a desk in front of us. It was so… normal, for lack of a better word. Though I guess it made sense since a king was essentially a glorified CEO.
Arik stood and clasped his hands behind his back. I blinked, sometimes he reminded me of Wolfe. “What can I do for you?” he asked.
Andvari described our plans and what we would need down to the last detail.
Arik nodded like it was the most reasonable thing in the world. “We would have to see my sister before we could go through with our team,” he said. “The rest will be rather simple.”
I nodded and pretended I knew exactly what he was talking about although I had no clue who his sister was.
Alva walked in and was briefly informed of the mission and what we would need. “My aunt is the queen in the north,” she explained to me.
Oh, right. I’d forgotten. Would Alva one day rule there?
They told me how we would need her permission and then we could continue on with no problems from her people. “What if she doesn’t agree?” I asked.
Arik smiled but the polite expression didn’t reach his eyes. “She will agree as I am still her king,” he stated. His voice was steely and I did not want to be the person who crossed him.
The three of us spent the rest of the day gathering the tools, clothes, and equipment we would need for the icy weather, and the possible digging we would have to do if we found a cave or frozen lake. The freezing temperatures worried me a little since I was already cold without the snow, but I figured the clothes we would wear were extremely effective. Everything we put together was supposed to withstand extreme, negative temperatures. We should be fine, but I worried about Celeste.
I worried what would happen if she collapsed and we needed our weapons master. We may not like each other much, but I knew I could count on her strength and expertise. She was essentially an Amazon warrior; you wanted that kind of crazy on your side.
At lunch I took the cub on another walk, tired him out, and then I fed him. The kitchen staff actually smiled at us this time and didn’t seem frightened anymore. Alva must’ve talked to them. She also mentioned the kennels would be a good place to keep him while we were gone. I wanted to bring him with me, but didn’t think with the cold it would be the best idea. There was a reason his parents were so far south when we found them.
By the end of the day I was completely wiped out and collapsed on the bed. I flopped onto my back. We were supposed to have another dinner, but I didn’t think I was going to show since the king wouldn’t be there. Maybe I could fall asleep before someone came to fetch me. It was still early and the sun hadn’t set yet, but I would have to leave almost as early the next morning. The dreaded four a.m. wake up call waited for me.
Tiberius walked across the bed and lay with his head and front paws on my stomach. He’d acclimatized to his new surroundings better than I could’ve hoped. I ruffled the fur on his neck as I slipped off my shoes with my toes. My eyes closed and I enjoyed the sound of the waves crashing and the cub’s deep purring. The second the sun was gone, the temperature dropped like a ton of bricks.
I didn’t blame the people on this planet for being wary of me, especially now that I had a deadly animal as a pet. I had no idea what I was going to do next either. I felt like I had no control. My grip tightened on my cub’s fur. I hated not having control and I couldn’t be sure I wouldn’t have another episode where blood covered the walls.
I hated that I could tell Alva, whom I had just met, but I couldn’t tell people I lived with and had spent more time with. Why couldn’t I tell my crew?
I thought about it – I couldn’t really trust Celeste, but she would do what Wolfe advised her to. The real issue I had was with Wolfe. Why couldn’t I bring myself to tell him? It wasn’t like I had to tell him the whole truth. I had proven I didn’t have to with my little impromptu speech to Alva. What was I so afraid of?
I stroked Tiberius’ fur along his spine. There were no lights on in the room and I was blanketed in darkness. It was heavy and my chest heaved as I tried to breathe. I was afraid, I was afraid Wolfe would hate me. That he would be disgusted by what I was, and he would make me leave. Then I wouldn’t have this makeshift family anymore. I hadn’t noticed, but I didn’t know what I would do if I didn’t have that tiny bit of stability, to know there was someone there for me, whether I wanted them to be or not.
I crawled under the blankets, I didn’t care if I was wearing clothes and not pajamas, or that I was sticky from dried sweat. I dragged the cub with me and tucked him under the covers. Tiberius didn’t wake or stir. His trust in me was astounding; after all he was a wild animal. Maybe it’s because I smelled familiar to him; something in my genetic makeup tweaked it from a little less human to a little more animal. Perhaps he sensed the wild predator in me, waiting to be let out. I wouldn’t be able to control the cold, dark side of me. I’d recognized it on Enzo, and I’d been lucky it hadn’t reared its ugly head since.
I remembered the first time I realized I had another part of me I didn’t recognize, and had no idea what to do with. That day and night still haunt me and they live in my nightmares. When I’d escaped from the prison cell and after I’d killed my first man. It was the beginning of the darker side, but I hadn’t realized it at the time. Of all people in the universe, Wolfe was not the one I expected to carry me out of there. Had I thanked him? I couldn’t remember. I would have to talk to him, fix what I had done. I knew I pushed him away sometimes, because I was afraid of what he might find out about me, and his almost guaranteed revulsion; maybe not about the experimentation, or even that I’d killed, but if he ever found out what year I was from. There was something he was hiding from me as well, and I wanted to know what it was before I confided in him.
If what Andvari hinted at was true, if Wolfe really was a genetically altered soldier, maybe telling him wouldn’t be so bad. The other part of the truth terrified me though, the truth that I wasn’t a part of this universe or timeline. I was an accident.
I wasn’t going to the stupid dinner and no one could make me. I snuggled against the little cub and his fur warmed me against the cold night. How was I ever going to muster the courage to tell Wolfe?




 
If anyone had come for me, I wasn’t aware of it. I had slept through the night like the dead. Maybe knowing I had a tiny, deadly animal in my bed helped me sleep, because I knew he would warn me of any danger. I turned off the alarm on my watch and stretched. It was still dark out and early as hell.
Someone had brought in my personal equipment along with a huge, fur-lined coat. As I dressed I layered my outfit to stay as warm as possible. The breathable, moisture-wicking leggings went first and then the fur-lined leather pants. The new boots came all the way up to my knees with greaves on the front to use in the snow and ice. Next, a long-sleeved shirt over my tank top, and then a sweater and the leather jacket they’d given me. I would be thankful for it all later, but at the moment I was sweating. I left the ankle-length coat off.
Everything was waterproof, and the base layer was light and would wick away any moisture. The second layer of garments was lined with fur, including my boots. Each item was made to be light and easy to move around in; overlapping to make sure the snow didn’t make it to my skin.
I packed the rest of my supplies in my pack and carried my coat with me, my scarf, hat, and mittens tucked into the pockets, leaving my hair down for the warmth. I grabbed something to eat from the kitchens and took the cub to the kennels. It was a building near the forest. The building housed the hunting dogs, and various other animals Alva had brought in for care until they could be released back into the wild. It was too early for anyone else to be there, only me and Tiberius. I put him in one of the cages and promised him I would be back shortly. I didn’t think he actually understood me, but I hoped he wouldn’t think I was abandoning him. I already felt guilty about having to leave him behind.
I gave him one last pat on the head and left him to his breakfast of milk before turning and leaving for the airstrip. The pack was heavy with all the tools and equipment, but it wasn’t too bad. I adjusted it so it was higher on my back and evenly distributed the weight. As I headed down the hill I made out the lights of the landing zones and the individual Gunnars. I spotted Andvari.
“Hey,” I said when I reached him.
He nodded in way of greeting. “The ships are loaded and ready to go.”
“Where are the others?” I asked. I stuffed my hands in my pockets to keep them warm, not wanting to put my gloves on yet. I had a good feeling about today. In my personal opinion we should have started in the northern continent to begin with.
Andvari jerked his head and I saw Arik and Alva make their way over to us with a few soldiers behind them. Fenrir was at Alva’s side and I was surprised to see him, though it kind of made sense. A wolf his size should have no trouble with the snow. His fur was thick; he was made for harsh conditions. Wolves were survivors, like these people.
“The others will be along shortly,” Andvari said. “We will take the Gunnars to the docks, but we will travel the rest of the way by ship. They will carry our gear and the land vehicles. They are built for the northern terrain.”
I heard the crunch of footsteps and glanced over my shoulder. My crewmates made their way down the hill toward us and dressed in clothes almost identical to the ones I wore. I noticed the grey fabric and realized they were made to blend in to the snow and I wondered what we needed to hide from.
The lot of us loaded up into three Gunnars and strapped in. The pilots powered up and we took off. The Gunnars flew west, low over the city to the coast and landed near the docks. It was too dark to see anything, but I couldn’t help but look out the window and watch the lights go by. We piled out and headed to the ships.
Andvari and the soldiers’ steps were sure and I followed them. There wasn’t much to see, but I could make out the wooden docks and the storefronts that went along the coast. Signs for bars and fresh fish swung in the slight breeze. The creak of wood was dampened in the fog.
Sailors went about the ships to ready them for castoff. I stood and took in the beauty of their craftsmanship. These ships looked exactly like the carvings and paintings I’d seen of Viking ships. Long and low to the water, but instead of fabric sails they had solar-powered sails, and an engine to power the ship if there was no sun. Instead of being made out of wood they were made out of a shiny metal. The traditional carvings of the gods and symbols of protection were along the sides and on the prow. It was bizarre how the old and the new were identical, yet so different.
We climbed up the plank and onto the ship that would take us to the northern continent. I was nervous and excited. I’d never been on a ship before and it would be taking us to the one place I’d been drawn to ever since I heard of it. There was supposed to be a castle made entirely of ice. I felt like a kid going to Disneyland for the first time.
I made my way carefully around the sailors and equipment until I reached the railing and looked over the side. The tide was coming in and we would be leaving shortly. The sun rose over the mountains slowly and it painted the sky pink. The ocean was still black but the waves had a rosy tint to them. It didn’t take long for the ship to move. It started gradually at first, and then gained speed. I went to the prow and watched the water break against the ship; mesmerized. The wind was cold against my face and it tugged at my hair. It reminded me of when Kevin would run his fingers in my hair. I closed my eyes as the memory of him washed over me; I missed him so much then.
“What’s on your mind?”
My eyes snapped open. “Captain,” I said in surprise and turned to face him. I leaned against the railing and let my eyes travel over Wolfe. This planet was doing him some good.
“Are you going to answer my question?” Wolfe stepped forward and relaxed against the steel next to me.
“Thoughts are very personal,” I said. I turned back around and watched the ocean stretch on forever as the land behind us disappeared.
“I’m not a mind reader,” he said with a small smile. “I have the unfortunate requirement of asking questions.”
I could sense his gaze, but I wasn’t sure how to answer his question. He knew about Kevin, but I didn’t want his pity. I took a moment and sighed. “I was remembering home.” I could feel the salt spray on my cheeks. Kevin and Kris had been my home more than any place could’ve been.
“Will you go back once you find your brother?” he asked. Wolfe stood only a few inches away from me, but I could still feel the warmth from his body in the air and on my face.
There was no way for me to put that life back together, because it was made with different people in a different time. “There is no going back,” I said. The reality still hurt.
“And why can’t you?” Wolfe shifted so he was a little closer to me.
I looked sideways at him and asked, “Can you ever go back to the military?”
“No.” He frowned.
“Sometimes things that are lost can’t be found,” I said quietly. The truth hurt and I wasn’t ignorant enough to think things could ever go back to the way they were. I would have to create a whole new life and start over. Some might see it as a blessing, but I ached for the familiarity of my old life.
Wolfe and I stared at each other and I could see everything he never wanted me to. The pain he carried from his decision made him question his purpose, and regret how he no longer lived that life. There was no shame in learning what is right, but sometimes it hurt to make the right choice when you had to sacrifice so much. He broke eye contact first and I studied him. Whatever sacrifice he’d made to do the right thing made me respect him even more, though I still didn’t know exactly what it was.
Wolfe broke our silence. “You know more than you let on.”
I stepped forward and closed the gap between us. “What do you think I know?” I knew I’d shocked him. I never got close to anyone on purpose, but I wanted to know what was going through his mind right then.
Wolfe straightened. He was so close I had to look up to see his face and was reminded how tall he was. His green eyes flashed. “You know the horrors life can bring. Things you shouldn’t know so young.”
I smirked. “I may not have seen what awful things war does, but I’m not naïve. And don’t forget, I’m not much younger than you.”
He looked down at me and his gaze softened. “After what happened on Earth and what I saw, I could never think you are naïve.” His hand came up as if to touch my hair, but then dropped. He turned to leave, but paused. “I will do everything in my power to keep anything like that from happening to you again.”
I desperately wanted to believe him, but I knew better. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” I said. Wolfe couldn’t understand the scope of what might happen. ‘Anything’ was too much to promise. It was sweet that he wanted to keep away the bad, but I was a realist.
He said nothing and walked away. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings or upset him, but he knew as well as I did there were some things you couldn’t promise. I watched him go and decided to head below deck to prepare for our trek across the terrain.
The steps were tiny and narrow. I placed my hands on the walls so I wouldn’t fall. I opened my pack, double-checked everything, and made sure I had all the weapons I thought I would need, as well as enough ammo. I had both of my pulse pistols, three extra clips, a few knives, and the short swords I’d gotten on Speed. I’d left the pulse rifle at the capitol. Last time I brought it with me, it hadn’t ended well. I rubbed the scar on my back. It did not end well at all.
The food in my pack should last a few days, but we also had more with the rest of the equipment. The metal spikes were in there for my boots as well as two ice axes. My tablet sat at the top of the pack. The maps and all the info I could gather pertaining to Brisingamen were on there. Satisfied I had everything I packed it all up and put on my heavy coat. I shouldered the bag and headed back to the main deck to see the view.
The sun was all the way up and had burned off most of the fog. I could see the icebergs form out of the mist and the water was pitch-black. I leaned over the side to look down and it was like looking into a starless space. A few hours later there was the call for land.
I looked out and saw the northern continent. It towered over the ocean. Mountains of ice hung over us, impassable and deadly. The cold was biting and harsh. It felt familiar and inviting to me for some reason. I enjoyed the treacherous beauty.
My entire crew, Andvari, Alva, and Arik stood on the deck and watched the bridges of ice pass over us as we sailed by slowly. I didn’t know where exactly we would land, but the king and our guides knew. Once we were on our search, the rest was up to me and the maps.
The ship was narrow enough that we had plenty of space on either side as the icebergs became more frequent and boxed us in. Andvari came over and leaned on the railing next to me. He watched me as I stared, enchanted by the deep blue of the ice in contrast with the black of the ocean. “We will stop at the Svell Kastali for our audience,” he said. “And then we will make our way from there.”
I relaxed my mind and let his strange words wash over me. Svell Kastali…Ice Castle. “Is Arik’s sister there?” I asked and pulled my coat tighter, pulling up the hood. The extra gear kept the piercing winds from freezing my bones. I was impressed with how well it worked.
“Yes, it is where the Svell Queen reigns. We must pay our respects and inform her of our journey before crossing into her lands.” Andvari still didn’t wear as much gear as I did, but he looked perfectly comfortable.
“I still don’t understand,” I said. We came closer to the land and I could almost make out the shape of it in the fog. The sun was hidden up here with a dense cloud cover. The clouds hung low and practically rested on the land. “I thought King Arik ruled all of the continents, why would he have to ask for permission?”
“Technically he does rule over all, but his sister rules in the north. She rules for my father, remember? The children of the king are to rule each continent, but the firstborn rules over them all.” Andvari shrugged. He was close enough I could see the steam rise from the small amounts of exposed skin. “For one ruler to travel so far for minor local problems is tiresome and slow. One day Alva will rule here, and I will take my father’s place. He only had two children before our mother passed, so the remaining lands will go to our cousins. Then when my children come of age they will replace them. Not my cousin’s children.” His blond hair moved in the wind and I couldn’t help but notice the blue of his eyes matched the intense blue of the ice surrounding us.
I watched him in my peripheral and noticed him clench his jaw.
I didn’t understand. “Does this upset you?” I asked.
Andvari shook his head and moved so he faced me. “No, it is my duty.”
I leaned closer to him, where it was warm. I remember what Alva had said about their father allowing them to marry for love, but I had to ask. “Are you allowed to choose who you marry?”
He laughed. “We are not the Ancients, of course we are. I would not have to marry, and any children I have would still rule, but it is looked down upon.”
I put my gloves on and quickly put them back in my pockets to warm up, my scarf already wrapped tight around my neck. Their culture never ceased to interest me. So this is what happened when a monarchy evolved. “Does the woman have to be born a lady?” Or man, but I didn’t think it would be polite to ask.
“No, you cannot put stipulations on freedom or love.”
I nodded with a smile. “You are lucky to have a choice.” I wished I was lucky enough that I didn’t have stipulations on my freedom. Maybe one day I would be able to choose where my life led, but it would always be ruled by my differences. I had to think of the danger I would put someone in. “Then what is upsetting you?” I asked.
Andvari looked down at me; the difference in our height seemed magnified by how close we were. “The queen is not happy about who is to rule after her.” He placed his bare hands on the rail, which had to be freezing, but he gripped it like a life line.
“The queen has no choice,” I replied. “Alva will be a great ruler. You shouldn’t worry about her. She is more than capable.” I leaned my arms against the rail and watched as the walls of ice passed by. I wanted to reach out and touch them. I wondered if they were as smooth as they looked.
Andvari watched me closely as I leaned out further over the railing. “I know she is, but it does not mean there isn’t danger,” he told me. “There is danger from the people who would be loyal to my Aunt as opposed to my sister, as well as the monsters that live up here. They call it the Old Continent, where the Ancients resided.” Andvari pulled my hand back from the wall of ice.
“Will we be running into these monsters?” I remembered the brief reports in my research that told of creatures that hid in the darkness and ripped the people apart. They may be animals and not monsters, but it was hard to tell by the descriptions.
Andvari turned me to face him and looked deadly serious. “Not if we are very, very lucky.”
A chill ran down my spine when I realized how nervous he was about this trip. Before I could say anything more, a voice echoed across the ship.
“Svell Kastali on our port!” the captain yelled out across the deck.
I turned to look but there was nothing but walls created by the icebergs. Then the ship turned a corner and the water opened up into a bay. The castle glistened and stood on the edge of the coast in all its glory. The ice glittered in the sun and looked carved from the mountain behind it. It took my breath away.
A dock made of stone reached out into the water and only a few ships were tied to it. As we sailed closer, the castle grew until it filled the sky. My neck craned up as far as it could to see the highest tower that had to be at least thirty stories high.
A welcoming party waited for us as we made port. King Arik directed his men and vehicles to prepare to unload our equipment and supplies. I grabbed my pack and followed the rest of my crew down the gangway. Celeste looked miserable, but she was holding up well despite the wind. I hoped the temperature wouldn’t cause more problems for our expedition, because apparently we had real monsters to watch out for as well.
It didn’t take long to get the vehicles off the ship and loaded with our gear. We climbed in and the soldiers started up the engines. I expected the vehicles to make more noise than they did; they were completely silent except for the sound of shifting snow. We drove straight to the castle on a winding road where the trees were scarce. I could see more trees in the distance, near the castle grounds. It wasn’t a long drive and we were in the courtyard within minutes. Trees tucked up against the castle walls as we drove past. Wolfe gazed at the castle in awe; I didn’t think he’d ever seen anything like it.
I jumped down from the steel, grey vehicle and Alva climbed down next to me. The wolf jumped and landed gracefully. Arik came over from his vehicle and everyone grouped around to hear what he had to say.
“Let me do all the talking,” Arik said, his gaze resting on his daughter. When he was satisfied he turned to one of the servants who had brought a horse for him, the royal crest on the saddle. He mounted the horse in a rare show of agility.
I admired the king’s strength, for an older man he was incredibly in shape. I glanced at the horse and wondered if it was part of their culture, a nod to the old ways.
Fenrir stood by Alva’s side and they looked unstoppable together. I wished for a moment the cub was old enough for me to bring along. His help would have been invaluable in the wild. Alva’s gaze went up and I looked to see what her eyes were fixated so intently on. It was the tallest tower among them and a woman stood in the window looking down on us. Her hair was so blonde it was almost white; it shone like silver in the sun.
 “Why exactly doesn’t she like you?” I asked. I heaved my pack onto my shoulder and watched the woman disappear. She could only be the queen.
“I wasn’t a princess until a few years ago. She was disappointed when I was found and her daughter would not rule in my stead.”
I shook my head. I hated politics. My fingers wrapped in the fur on Fenrir’s neck. His head was higher than my hips, but I had gotten used to the wolf and how large he was. “You’re not weak,” I said.
Alva finally turned to me with her face unreadable. “I think you’re right,” she said. “I will be ruler here soon.” She climbed on top of Fenrir and went behind her father.
I grinned at Alva’s show of power. She may not have a horse, but I’d take the wolf any day if I had to choose as well. Arik nudged his horse forward and his daughter followed. I fell in step with my crew and inspected the building in front of us.
The castle was pure white with tints of blue when the sun caught the depth of the ice. The entrance arched high above us and I marveled at the architecture of something so intricate. The first room we walked into was long, with a throne at the furthest end. It was a receiving hall and ballroom from what I could tell. Hundreds of people stood and watched as we approached. I smirked as everyone’s head turned and their jaws dropped. Alva didn’t have to wear a crown to look like a princess. She was magnificent all on her own. They parted to the sides of the hall as the king came forward with Alva, wary of the huge wolf. I smiled at as I watched the wolf; it was always good to have scary friends.
The king led our little procession up to the empty chair and we stood silently in the receiving hall, waiting. Andvari stood to Arik’s right and Alva nudged Fenrir to his left. My crew and I stood in a line shoulder to shoulder behind them. Then behind us Arik’s soldiers stood at attention.
The Queen walked in, every step graceful, and sat upon the ice throne. Everyone standing at the sides of the hall knelt in her presence. I watched the members of my party to see what I should do. Arik didn’t move and neither did his soldiers. I stayed as I was and looked forward. The queen motioned for her subjects to rise.
Her long dress was white and flowed to the floor in soft waves. She spoke to Arik in their native tongue, but this time I could actually understand the language; it was mind-blowing. The language had finally clicked and all those years of studying useless, dead languages finally paid off. Who would have guessed a Master’s degree in Anthropology with a minor in linguistics would help in the wilds of space?
Her voice was deeper than I would have guessed and raspy, but is was gentle and quiet. “Brother,” she said. Her voice carried clearly throughout the entire hall. “What brings you here?” she asked.
I was impressed by the queen and the command she had on the room despite my misgivings.
Arik took a step forward with his hands at his sides. He looked relaxed despite the formal setting. “We need to travel east, to the mountains, a simple reconnaissance mission,” Arik reported. “I wanted to see you before we left; it has been too long, dear sister.”
Her eyes travelled over the lot of us. She didn’t believe him for even a second. I wondered if she would play the game. “Are these the foreigners I’ve heard so many whispers about?” the queen asked.
I didn’t like the idea that she had spies in Arik’s castle.
“They are Bryn, your whisperers were correct. Will you grant us passage and your blessing?” Arik asked.
She waved her hand dismissively. “Of course, my King, but I would like to know more about these foreigners and why they are here in the north. You know the dangers better than most.”
There was a pause before Arik spoke. I looked around at my crewmembers and remembered Ricky was the only one who could understand. We shared a nervous glance. The queen must be referring to the monsters we’d read about. Originally I’d dismissed the idea, but now I wondered.
The king tensed when he replied. “They are here to help me do reconnaissance in the north as professionals. I have hired the scholar and her soldiers.”
I blanched; they were not my soldiers. If anything, I was theirs. I glanced over at Wolfe. His face was a mask, a perfect poker face. I doubted he could understand what was being said and I wanted to warn him. I fixed my gaze on the queen.
Her gaze swept over us with distaste. “Dear brother, you know how I despise outsiders.”
I narrowed my eyes at her; she did not seem like a pleasant person. I began to understand the tension between Andvari, Alva, and their aunt.
Her eyes inspected each of my crew and I fidgeted. I hated the discrimination in her eyes when she lingered longest on Ricky and Celeste. Wolfe took my hand and squeezed. Somehow he knew. Out of all of us, Wolfe looked the most like a true Viking with his height and build, a warrior. Although his dark skin immediately singled him out.
“Though I know as king you have the right to do what you think is best for your people.” The queen sounded bored and even a tad disrespectful. “I would like to meet this scholar,” she said.
Shit, I didn’t want to stand in front of this woman just for her to stare at me like I was some kind of bug. When Arik turned around and held out his hand to me I knew I didn’t have a choice. I set my pack down and took his hand. He escorted me to the bottom of the steps and then took a step back.
She almost glared at me, but protocol kept her from being outright rude. “She is nothing but a child. Are you playing games with me, brother?”
I could almost hear the laugh in Arik’s voice. “No Bryn, this is the scholar.”
“You are all fools to follow her into the wilds of this continent.” She looked ready to dismiss me, but I wasn’t having it. I was done with this woman being a complete bitch to her king, her successor, and to me and mine.
I took another step towards her. I nonchalantly placed my hands in my pockets and cocked my head, staring at her until I had her full attention. Bryn frowned at me, thinking me an impudent child; until I spoke. “I may be young,” I told her in the Norse language. “But there is more to me than meets the eye, Queen.” I bowed my head slightly in deference to her rank. Her eyes grew rounder with every word. “I may be a child to you, but I have my loyalty and my honor. My soldiers would die for me, and I for them.”
Andvari coughed behind me and I could hear Fenrir growl deep in his chest. The wolf must have sensed my anger and reacted to it. I was pretty confident that between me and the queen, he would definitely choose to snack on her over me.
I knew I was about to cause a lot of problems, but I didn’t care. No one dismissed my friends like that. I was furious. “Alva will be the next queen,” I said. “And when she is, I wouldn’t dismiss her so easily.”
I didn’t look, but I sensed Fenrir at my side. Alva climbed off him and stood in front of me. The wolf prowled around us and snarled at the Queen. No one moved. They were too shocked to do anything, and it seemed the queen was as well. She stared at the three of us with her mouth hanging slightly open.
I had one last thing to say. “If you’re lucky, we might rid you of some of your monsters.” I grinned, but it was more a feral, baring of my teeth than a smile.
Her guards bristled and the queen stood. Her body seemed to vibrate with anger and indignation. How dare someone, such as I, question her authority. I could practically read the thoughts on her face.
I waited for a response and she waved her guards forward. They barreled down the steps and grabbed me by my arms. Fenrir snapped at them and suddenly Wolfe was there, pulling them off of me. Andvari came forward and placed a hand on the guard’s shoulder before he could turn around and clocked Wolfe.
Alva didn’t move but her voice snapped through the room. “Stop!” she yelled, and the guards hesitated, looking between their queen, and their future queen. Alva didn’t take her eyes off of her aunt. “Aunt Bryn, call off your guards. She may be an outsider, but she is right. It is not your place to question the king’s decisions.”
The queen narrowed her eyes at Alva, but waved her guards away, her eyes crackling across the distance. I stepped back so Alva stood in front of me. Fenrir sat at her side, but his hackles were still raised.
“Your pet seems to have taken a liking to this off-worlder, Alva.”
The guards backed away and Wolfe checked me over with worry on his face. “Are you okay?” he whispered. “Did they hurt you?”
I was surprised by his reaction and shook my head. “No, I’m okay.” I moved back with Wolfe to where Ricky and Celeste were. She gave me a feral grin and a nod, as if she approved of my actions.
“What the hell did you say?” Wolfe asked.
I glanced over his shoulder at Andvari who watched us closely. “I’ll tell you later,” I whispered. I squeezed his hand and faced the queen.
Arik glared at me, but I ignored him. He didn’t say what needed to be said, so I did. I watched the queen closely as she appraised me and assessed the reaction of our people. Her gaze shifted to Alva.
“Come here, girl.”
I tensed at the tone in her voice. Alva gave me a look and I nodded in support. Alva took the few steps up the stairs to her aunt’s throne and knelt in front of the queen with her head bowed, playing the game perfectly. “Your highness.” When Alva stood, the look on her face was like marble, hard and unmoving.
The queen’s face relaxed into a smile, seeming to approve of Alva’s resistance. “Rise child, and let me have a look at you.”
Alva did as she was asked. The queen took her chin gently and turned it this way and that. “You are quite beautiful,” she said. “The people will love your fire.”
Finally Alva smiled. “Thank you, Bryn.”
The queen turned to Arik. “I welcome you to the north, and wish you well on your journey, dear brother.”
Arik nodded. “Thank you, sister.” He climbed the steps and they embraced.
The tension had eased a bit and I felt like I could breathe again, my anger falling away. I moved to leave with the rest of Arik’s soldiers, but stopped when I heard the queen, and I knew she spoke to me even before she said a word.
“Oh and scholar,” her soft, gentle voice hid the cunning behind her words. “It was interesting to meet you.” She left with her dress gracefully fluttering behind her, back the way she came.
“Let’s go, we have a lot of traveling to do,” Arik said in Standard English. He watched me carefully as I moved to leave. The people began to murmur in hushed tones, pointing and staring.
Arik nodded at them and they dispersed. We followed him out of the great hall and into the courtyard. Arik pulled me aside before I could load my stuff into the vehicle. “I thought I made it clear I was the only one who should speak, Lady Scholar?” His disapproval was fierce.
I yanked my arm out of his grasp, trying not to be too forceful. I had to be careful with how I responded, yet I still couldn’t stand the feeling of his fingers through my jacket, it made my skin crawl. “Sire, I apologize for the interference, it won’t happen again.” Trying to explain my temper and indignation for Alva would be difficult, it was easier to ask forgiveness than for permission.
He sighed, knowing full well I would do it again if I had to. He muttered something about petulant children. “When did you pick up our language?” he asked, his eyes narrowed as he watched my reaction to his question, probably suspicious as to how much I might’ve overheard since I’d been on the planet.
I was sure he thought I’d kept it a secret so I could spy on him and his people, but that simply wasn’t the case. “I have a knack for languages, sire.” Ricky had said I would be able to pick up their language and more, if I listened closely enough, but I never expected it to happen like that. “I’ve been studying.”
He harrumphed, but jerked his head towards the jeep. “Try to keep out of trouble,” he said. The king watched as I jumped into the vehicle and I knew his questions wouldn’t stop until he was satisfied I wasn’t going to bring ruin to his people.




 
Two soldiers sat in the front, one driving and the other armed for lookout. Wolfe climbed in the back with me and buckled in. “Well that was different,” he said. “Are you going to tell me what you said and how you managed to suddenly speak Norse?” Wolfe handed me some water and I took a sip. It was intensely cold, but the air was extremely dry.
“Time breeds familiarity, Captain.” I saw Andvari get into another vehicle with his sister. “I told the queen I didn’t like how she treated my friends.”
Wolfe chuckled. “I wondered what got the wolf so riled up. Powerful things tend to gravitate towards you, don’t they?”
I chewed on that for a minute. Powerful things did tend to gravitate towards me, for better or worse; Kevin, Tiberius, the king, and Donnelly. “It’s not always good power,” I said.
Wolfe’s face darkened when he caught my drift. “Would you categorize me as the good or bad kind?” Wolfe asked.
I winked at him. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
Wolfe blinked and grinned. He knew I wouldn’t answer and it amused him. “Well, you let me know when you figure it out.”
I hid my smile and turned to the driver. “Head east towards the mountains,” I told him in Norse. It was so much more convenient now that I didn’t need a translator. The driver nodded and pulled up a map. It displayed over the windshield and showed a topographic map in the hologram. The display highlighted the depressions and landmarks. The driver took us out of the courtyard, through the small city, and into the white nothingness. The tundra began the second we passed the last building. Anything this far from the castle would be few and far between.
It was a little before midday, the day clear and bright. The sun shone on the snow and it glittered. The trees started to get thicker and denser. The map display on the windshield registered the land before us in real time and we entered one of the forests along the mountain range; the display marking the safest route through the trees. I turned on my tablet and pulled up my own map of the northern continent, viewing it from a top-down view. Zooming in on our current area I inspected our trajectory. The clearings we could camp in were scarce and if I miscalculated our time we would end up sleeping in the forest with no way to keep watch. The trees could easily hide unsavory animals, or monsters.
I looked out the window and tried to compare it to the map. The mountains started in the east and trailed further north into territory that wasn’t detailed on any of my maps. I didn’t want to have to travel so far, but planned for it just in case. There were no marked lakes either, but this territory wasn’t well explored. I planned to update the map as we went. The lakes were there and Ricky’s equipment should be able to detect the difference between solid ice and snow covered ground.
We had to slow down our progress to carefully make our way around the trees as they grew closer together. I checked behind us and saw the other vehicles not too far behind. The chance of losing each other was slim, but we had the comms to be safe. There was no telling what would happen; we could run into a storm or a blocked path and have to deviate from our plan.
We travelled to the foot of the mountains, at the edge of the continent. I could see the ocean to my right and then we turned north. With the ocean at our backs we started to head north. It took most of the day to arrive at our destination. The air was so cold it took my breath away and burned down my throat into my lungs. The trees were a dark green with a dusting of snow and icicles hanging from their branches.
Wolfe kept a watchful eye on our surroundings. Whatever danger was out there didn’t show itself. The drive was relatively peaceful and the only sounds were the call of the occasional bird. I did spot an arctic fox with its kits, but it was the only wildlife out here in the icy north.
The vehicles made great time and the good weather held until we reached the indicated campsite on our map display. It was the only area in our range with access to a hot spring, the heat registering like a beacon on the heads-up display. It would help keep us as warm as possible during the night. It also marked the halfway point, and we would be able to make it to the top of the mountain range and back the next day if need be.
I noticed the further away from the Svell Kastali we got, the more anxious the soldiers became. They jerked at every noise and searched the trees like they expected a man-eating beast to pop out and snatch them for lunch.
It was just before sunset when we reached the campsite and the soldiers set up the vehicles in a perimeter around the site. I jumped out, thankful to stretch my legs and work out the kinks from sitting in the vehicle for so long. Wolfe hopped down next to me and cracked his neck. The pops were disgusting.
Arik had his men set up the tents and we unloaded our gear. I set up my sleeping bag in my designated tent and dropped my pack off before I went back to help with the fire. Alva and I grabbed the driest wood we could find and got the fire going. Ricky had taken out the food and prepped it for a hot, meaty stew. The bread was cold but it would be good in the broth and filling.
It didn’t take long for everyone to gather around the fire and grab their meal. The soldiers ate together, talking in hushed tones and the musical Norse words seemed to drift toward me over the smoke and shift until I could understand what they said. It was mostly about home or their plans to watch the perimeter during the night in shifts. No mention of monsters so I directed my focus to Celeste.
Celeste sat next to Wolfe and I watched her as we ate. The cold didn’t seem to bother her yet. I couldn’t tell from her usual demeanor if anything was wrong, but I trusted she would say something if it was. Celeste wouldn’t endanger the mission.
Ricky came over and sat next to me on the log. We ate together in silence. We both watched as Wolfe spoke to Celeste in low voices. He looked concerned, but she waved it off.
“So, you figured out how to use your linguistic skills.” Ricky took a bite of his stew and glanced at me out of the corner of his eye.
I nodded. “It was like you said – the minute I relaxed and let it happen, everything fell into place.” I wiped the last of my broth with my bread. I set down my empty bowl and wrapped a blanket around my shoulders. The fire crackled and its warmth combined with the natural heat of the spring still barely kept the chill away.
Ricky took another bite, but his gaze never left the flames. “I told you it wouldn’t be difficult if you stopped fighting it.” He shrugged. “From what I can tell, your mind breaks down the foreign words and rebuilds them into ones you can understand. It does it so quickly you don’t notice and it seems like instant comprehension rather than the tedious translation most go through in their heads. Something about the changing of your genetic coding definitely opened up the higher functions of your brain.”
I thought about it. I had taken a few semesters of psychology, and what he said made sense. “What exactly do you mean by higher brain functions?”
Ricky put aside his bowl and stretched out his legs. “Telepathy is considered a higher brain function, as well as higher forms of empathy, strategy; advanced cognitive thinking, even telekinesis. If you have the brain power, theoretically you can develop it.”
“Are you saying I can train myself to have superpowers?” Maybe there was finally something cool I could get out of this situation, something I could use to find Kris.
Ricky lifted one shoulder and let it drop. “I said theoretically, since you have no blocks, but you do have issues that could prevent the development.” He grabbed my hand without warning and held on when I jerked back out of instinct.
The contact between us opened my mind and I could see what he was thinking. I saw the pictures, the thoughts, how he absorbed thoughts and languages, and interspersed between them were my own thoughts laced with my anger at the world. It was like watching myself from outside my own body as I looked in a mirror, but in that mirror I saw what he saw. I yanked my hand back in fear and shock from the out-of-body experience.
Ricky looked at me then. “I don’t know how to help you with the cracks in your mind. You will have to repair the damage on your own. If you don’t, I have no idea what will happen to your mind. With no blocks you could be capable of destroying anything and everything, but I don’t know if you would survive it.”
I felt my heart pound and my breath get short. “I will lose control?” More than I already had? Maybe superpowers weren’t for the best.
Ricky was careful not to touch me after his intrusion, but he shifted closer. “Yes,” he said. “And not even I could help you then.” His eyes bore into mine. “I’m not saying you’re reasons for losing it aren’t justified, or even that you need to fix it, but you should be aware. You’ll have to be careful, and we don’t know what you can do or the affects you can have. We know almost nothing until we can access the right equipment.” His face softened. “The Federation won’t have it easily available. Those experiments for the very things you possess are extremely classified, and the locations of the experiments are well kept secrets. The only person who might know where they are is Wolfe.”
Again it came back to Wolfe. Somehow he was connected to my twin, and connected to these experiments. Ricky knew and wouldn’t tell me out of respect for the captain’s privacy. Andvari might be right. Wolfe might actually be one of the soldiers the Federation experimented on. It would make sense why he would know who to contact and where.
“We need to find the equipment,” I whispered. I had to get my shit together and throw my doubts out the window. Wolfe was the only person who might be able to help me. I had to talk to him. “Somehow, we have to find the answers.”
I looked at Ricky, and a thought occurred to me. If I learned how to speak to others, and hear them the way you do, could I contact my brother?
Ricky’s thoughts trickled through mine. If he has the same blocks removed, then yes. But it’s all theoretical, and we can’t know until we try. He smiled at me. We could try, anytime, and anyplace; that’s the beautiful thing about the mind.
How far does your range go? Using trial and error instead of pure instinct was still something I was working on, and it was hard. Doing something right on command took practice. I was afraid of what would happen though, of what kind of damage I could do.
Our mental conversation was interrupted by Andvari. “Did you enjoy the terrain?” he asked me.
I jumped in surprise. I hadn’t even heard him walk over. Ricky acted like nothing had happened and Andvari hadn’t interrupted us. It occurred to me Ricky didn’t want these people to know he could read their thoughts.
“It was beautiful,” I said. “I’m glad we were able to come up here after all.” 
I would have to learn to multitask better so I could carry on a conversation telepathically with Ricky and still shoot with perfect aim. Or hear someone walk up behind me. I knew it would be a lot of work, but I needed the control and the advantage.
Andvari smiled. “I promised you that we would.”
Ricky discreetly stood and left the two of us alone.
Andvari took the vacant seat next to me. “It will be a lot more of the same I hope,” he said, his voice serious and laced with worry.
I knew he meant the monsters. I hoped the same, but I doubted we would complete the mission without any incidents. Something always happened and endeavors like this never went smoothly.
No one paid any attention to us; it was the perfect opportunity. “Andvari,” I said and kept my voice quiet. Wolfe looked over and frowned at us. He still didn’t trust him. “Why didn’t your father tell Bryn what we’re really out here for?” I asked.
Andvari looked at me sideways and his face became serious. “My father doesn’t trust her, not completely,” he said. “She is an aggressive person. If she thought we might actually find the necklace, she would want it to wage war on the Federation.”
I chewed on my lip in though. It didn’t seem like such a terrible idea. I understood the queen’s reasons for wanting a war. I also knew they didn’t have enough manpower, even with a magical weapon, to win such a war. Millions of people would die, and it wouldn’t be the Federation’s soldiers.
“She’ll find out eventually,” I said. “That might cause issues between her and the king.”
Andvari smiled sadly and took my hand. “Our people will not have a civil war over such a thing,” he reassured me and squeezed my hand. “My father knows what he is doing.”
I hoped so. Civil war ripped families apart and ravaged lands. I couldn’t bear to see that happen to a place as beautiful as this, untouched by the Federation’s corruption. I gently removed my hand from his. “I’m going to bed, we are going to have an early start,” I said. “I don’t enjoy getting up with the sun, but out here it needs to be done.” I stood and said goodnight to my crew then went to my tent. I had too much on my mind to make small talk now. Not to mention I was exhausted. I closed the tent against the night and snuggled into my sleeping bag, pulling the furs on top of me and fell asleep in a matter of seconds.
The next morning the alarm on my watch woke me up. I silenced it and opened my eyes. It was still dark as per the usual it seemed. My breath made little puffs of fog in the air. It was frigid and the last thing I wanted to do was leave my warm cocoon. The second we were back on the Wolfegang I fully planned to take a short vacation and sleep in.
I grabbed my clothes, drug them into the sleeping bag with me and put them on in the warmth. I got out and jumped up and down while I tried to put my fur-lined boots on as quickly as I could before my toes got frostbite. I tugged on an extra sweater and wrapped the floor-length coat around me. The coat had slits in the side and down the front and back to allow freedom of movement. I buckled my belt on over the coat and my waist to keep everything in place. I strapped the connecting leg holsters onto the belt and buckled each around a thigh. Then I grabbed my shoulder harness and strapped it on over the jacket, belting it over my middle. Each of my weapons went into their designated holster: the pistols at my sides, the swords at my back, and a knife went into each boot.
I packed everything else up tight and shouldered the bag. It was time to make sure the others were awake. I stepped out of the tent and saw the soldiers already at work breaking down their own tents. Ricky was at the fire making breakfast.
I didn’t see Celeste or Wolfe anywhere. My stomach dropped a little when it occurred to me Celeste could have gone into hibernation during the night. I went through the camp until I found her tent and opened the flap. “Celeste?” I called softly.
Her head popped up out of the mound of fur and she glared at me. “What do you want?” she demanded.
Dang, it looked like I wasn’t the only one who got super cranky in the morning. “I wanted to make sure you were still alive,” I said. “Glad to see you are.”
“We’ll be out in a minute,” she said.
“We?” I asked.
Something moved next to her and I saw Wolfe’s hand. Immediately I jerked back in horror. “Ugh, sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt. I didn’t know you had company.” I was out of there so fast I could barely make out Wolfe’s voice saying my name in utter confusion. Not my business.
I went to the fire and stood by Ricky. Gross, I wish I would’ve known before I did that. “You could have told me,” I reprimanded my telepathic friend. “I did not need to know they slept together.”
He chuckled. “It seems no good deed goes unpunished.” Ricky handed me a bowl of hot mush and paused when he saw the frown on my face. “Are you all right?” he asked in concern.
I yanked the bowl out of his grip. “I’m fine.” I ate while I made the rounds, waking everyone else from outside the tent to be safe.
The soldiers and I broke down the camp in silence. They weren’t as quiet now when they knew I could carry on a conversation with them. The soldiers asked me about my cub and how I found him while we loaded up the tents in the vehicles. My jeep was to lead the caravan again. They laughed when I told them how the cub liked to be carried in my pack.
My laughter trailed off when I saw Wolfe approaching. He looked like he wanted to talk and I was so not interested. He threw his pack in next to mine and stood there awkwardly as I pointedly ignored him. He grabbed some equipment and started to help put everything away.
“Did you eat?” he asked.
My reply was curt. “Yes, we’re going to leave soon, so do what you need to and soon.”
Andvari came by and handed me a steaming cup of coffee in a thermos. I thanked him and watched Andvari help Alva into their vehicle. Celeste, Ricky, and Arik were in the next, and the extra soldiers would bring up the rear in their vehicle.
I hopped in the back seat and leaned over the driver to bring up the map display. I had it scan the terrain and a blue light flashed out and took the calculations we needed. I set the directions to a northern path that would allow me to examine the mountains and terrain as we passed. “Don’t drive too quickly,” I instructed the driver. He grunted and got the engine going.
Wolfe got in next to me. I looked anywhere but at him. It was so uncomfortable.
“It’s not what you think,” he said.
“It doesn’t matter what I think,” I told him as I sealed my door and pressed the panel that activated the see-through door. I needed to be able to see everything I could.
“It does matter,” Wolfe pressed.
I sighed. He wasn’t going to drop it. “It’s none of my business, Wolfe. What you do in your spare time is up to you.”
The vehicle lurched forward and I grabbed the bar on the ceiling to keep myself steady.
Wolfe had his rifle at the ready and he watched the trees pass by slowly until we reached the foot of the mountains again and headed north. “Celeste needed the extra heat,” he tried to explain. “It was nothing more than me keeping her alive. I would do the same for any one of you.”
I almost laughed when I thought of him sleeping next to Ricky. I would love to see it; a picture-perfect opportunity. “I’m glad you kept her alive, Wolfe.” Really, I was, but I also felt like it was more than that. The two of them had been in a relationship for a long time. It was hard to keep it platonic when you’d been intimate before. It was the same reason I stayed away from Kevin all those years after we broke up. I still had feelings for him, and I knew Celeste still had feelings for Wolfe. It was something the two of them had to figure out, not me.
The idea of the two of them together bothered me. I didn’t want to admit it, not even to myself, but there it was. I mentally scolded myself. It didn’t matter, remember? There was no chance for the two of us even if he didn’t have a complicated relationship with his ex. I glanced at Wolfe. I hated when things were convoluted.
I turned back to look out my side of the jeep. We drove slower than we had the day before. The terrain was rougher and I watched for anything that looked interesting, scouring the land as we passed. Looked for caves, frozen lakes, a frozen pond, anything that might be what we were looking for. The wildlife was even scarcer than it was the day before. I heard fewer birds as we kept going north. It was kind of weird. Then something caught my eye.
“Létta!” I yelled for the driver to stop. “I think I saw something.” The Norse came more naturally now. I didn’t even have to think before I knew the words I needed.
The soldier never questioned me and signaled the other vehicles. The entire caravan halted. Wolfe’s hands tightened on his pulse rifle, ready for any possible threat. I stepped out of the vehicle and looked around. There were more trees in this area. I swore I had seen something. Maybe there would be a lake, or more hot springs, but what I saw had glittered, not like the snow, but like something metallic. I unsheathed my knife. I wanted to be prepared, monsters or not.
When I stepped down the snow creaked and the boots kept me from sinking to my knees. The second step didn’t make a sound, not even the squeak of snow being compacted. Whatever the boots were made of, I was thankful for. I didn’t want anything to know I was coming.
My knees were bent and my hands loose as I walked, creating a smaller target. The position allowed for quicker reflexes and I wouldn’t be caught with my weight on my heels. I felt Wolfe follow behind me just as prepared. He used the scope on his rifle to scout the area. The soldiers checked the perimeter with Alva and Fenrir. Andvari caught up with me.
I saw something flash and pointed at it. Andvari and Wolfe nodded, and they flanked me as we headed towards it. I was glad they had my back, because my heart pounded and my breath was shallow. I could focus knowing they would handle any threats that came at us. Something about this area was off, but I couldn’t tell what.
Whatever it was flashed again when the sun hit it, glittering. When I got closer I fell to my knees softly and brushed away the snow until I could see it more clearly. My fingers had a hard time gripping it through the gloves. I grasped the edges and pulled, but the ground was frozen solid. I took my knife and slammed it into the dirt and used it as leverage to pry the rock out of the ground. It was a metal and about the size of my hand. I brought it closer to my face so I could really look at it.
“This looks like iron,” I said.
Wolfe knelt next to me and aimed his rifle at the trees. “Iron from a ship?” he asked.
“No, pure iron ore,” I replied. “But it looks almost burned, like a meteorite.”
Andvari took the rock from my hand and inspected it closely. “It looks like a fragment from a meteoroid. A lot of them hit this part of the planet.”
I saw another glint in the snow and went over to it. It was another piece of iron meteorite. There had to be an impact zone somewhere close. I looked up. The mountains were craggy and jagged, but further north a ways I saw a part of the mountaintop. It looked like it had been broken off, or hit by something.
“Do you see that?” I asked and pointed towards the mountaintop.
Andvari looked at where I pointed and he frowned. “Let’s head north on foot. Drivers, get back to the vehicles and follow us.” The soldiers did as they were commanded and the rest of us trekked on foot through the snow.
Ricky caught up to us and I handed him the piece of iron ore. “Can you get a reading on this and figure out how long ago it landed here?”
He took the fragment and inspected it. “Yes, I will let you know as soon as my equipment has the results.”
“Good.” I followed the trail in the snow. The meteor fragments were scattered around the entire area.
Ricky followed me and worked his portable equipment as quickly as he could. “This rock has been here for at least five thousand years.”
“Then it predates the map, that’s a good sign.” I stopped and looked back to make sure the rest followed. The soldiers who didn’t drive were fanned out behind us. Arik, Alva, and Celeste were safely in the vehicles. Good, I didn’t want to be responsible for wiping out the entire royal family.
Wolfe’s shoulder brushed up against mine and I was actually grateful. I didn’t have to look or break my concentration to know where he was. Out of everyone here, I wanted my crew nearby. I trusted them to handle any situation when shit hit the fan.
Wolfe stepped with me and his warmth kept me calm as I followed the trail of iron. “Do you think perhaps we aren’t actually looking for a lake?” he asked.
I scanned the area with my tablet and it sent out a pulse. “I think that we may not be. The map isn’t very detailed.” The tablet popped out a hologram of the area we were in with the iron marked. “There’s an entire iron deposit below us,” I whispered. “Look at the shape of it.” I swiped and pulled up a scan of our treasure map and laid it over the hologram of the iron deposit. They matched perfectly.
There was a wide open space up ahead where the iron deposit was, and the trees were sparse. When we got closer I saw it wasn’t that there were no trees, but the trees had been cracked and felled. Dead trees were everywhere. I walked into the center of the clearing and looked up. The broken mountaintop matched the location and the theoretical trajectory went right through the clearing to where I stood. I turned in a slow circle, but saw nothing, only snow.
Wolfe whipped his scope around and inspected the area. “It’s a perfect circle,” he muttered.
I turned again and saw he was right. It gave me the creeps. “What do you think, Ricky?” I asked. My voice was hushed. The feeling something was off only grew stronger by the minute, but there was nothing there. I had no idea what to do, or look for next, but this was the spot on our map.
Ricky shrugged and put away his equipment. “We could check the mountain, maybe there’s a cave opening, or symbol carved there.”
There was a crack like a gunshot. My eyes shot to Wolfe. “Get back!” I yelled.
The ground beneath me gave way and I fell.




 
Shouts seemed to echo and I could hear the ice shift. Groggily I opened my eyes. A sharp pain lanced through my head when I moved and I winced. I touched the back of my head gingerly and gasped at the sting. My fingers came away covered in blood. Great, like I really needed more head trauma. I took a minute to evaluate my situation and tried to get a look at my surroundings. The only light came from above me. I looked up and saw where I fell through the ice into a dark cavern below the surface. It looked like the meteorite site had been sealed in ice over time. The sun shone through the crack. The walls of solid ice around me and from the surface filtered the sunlight into a cool, blue glow.
I heard Andvari’s voice and he sounded panicked. “Katerina, are you hurt?”
“I’m all right!” I called up.
Wolfe and Andvari’s faces popped over the edge and they both peered at me from the surface. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you out of there,” Andvari told me.
I looked around and saw what had to be a tunnel. “Actually, you should come down here. I think I found something. And bring some flashlights.”
They disappeared and I heard, “Watch out!” A rope was thrown and Wolfe slid down in seconds. He handed me a flashlight and flicked on the light on his gun. Both lights reflected off of the thick ice and lit up the small cavern. Andvari came down next, making it tight in the small space. I breathed. There was no reason for me to be claustrophobic, I was only underground. I looked up again and saw the cloud-covered sky. Nothing to worry about.
Ricky, Celeste, Alva, and the king came down next, with Alva telling Fenrir to stay up top. The soldiers stayed up as well to keep watch. I crawled into the tunnel; it was small enough I couldn’t stand completely upright. My gloved hand stayed on the wall to help guide me through the darkness. The flashlight lit up only a few feet in front of me, while the darkness absorbed the small circle of light. The thick blackness made me nervous. I breathed and kept my heart rate down. My breath formed in the air and it felt like it got colder the further I went.
I glanced behind me and saw each of them carefully make their way into the tunnel. Well, who would’ve guessed? A crater formed by a meteor was the last thing I would have thought to look for. Wolfe tapped my shoulder and gestured for me to step aside. He squeezed past me and scouted ahead first. He stopped in front of me and knelt down.
“Kat, can you get the rope from my pack?” Wolfe asked with his rifle up and pointed towards the inky darkness.
I rifled through his equipment until I found the rope. “What now?” I asked.
“Tie it around my waist and keep about two feet slack, then tie it around your waist. Have the others behind us do the same.”
It was a great idea since we could easily get lost in the tunnel. What if the tunnel split off and someone found another one and decided to go the wrong way? I awkwardly wrapped my arms around Wolfe’s middle. I was so close I could smell the sandalwood scent that always lingered around him. I was never sure if it was his natural scent or something he kept in his clothes, but now whenever I smelled sandalwood it reminded me of the captain.
I tied the rope snugly around him and used a strong figure eight knot to keep it tight. I let a few feet out and did the same for myself. I passed the rope to Celeste and told her what to do. “Make sure the last person knows to tie this to the rope you came down on so we can find our way back.”
Celeste nodded and Wolfe smiled his approval. “I thought you might know something about survival skills,” he said.
Only what my grandfather had taught me, and a lot of it didn’t apply on a planet I wasn’t familiar with. “I only know the basics,” I told him. “Ready?” I wanted to get on with it.
Wolfe waved us forward and I followed slowly. The tug on my waist reassured me and I felt better knowing we wouldn’t lose anyone. The tunnel was pitch-black with nothing but our flashlights to show the way. It felt like it led us east and down into the mountain. A chill ran down my spine. I didn’t think our luck would hold deep in the caverns. It was the perfect place for monsters to dwell. I shook my head; there had to be monsters.
“If we die down here, I will never forgive you,” Celeste’s voice came from right behind my shoulder and I jumped.
I had no idea she was so close. The girl moved like a ghost. “Geez,” I muttered. “Could you not do that down here? We already have enough to worry about.” I rolled my shoulders and tried to ease the sense of impending doom.
The further down we went the more that faint prickle between my shoulders grew instead of easing. My body knew something bad waited for us and my senses were desperately trying to get my brain to catch up. Nothing looked ominous. All I could see were the puffs of my breath in the frigid air and the walls of thick ice. I trained my flashlight on the walls, hoping to see something carved there, but saw nothing. Only the smooth finishes of ice like glass that glittered and reflected the lights, casting an odd, bluish glow on everything.
Suddenly Wolfe stopped and I smashed right into his back. I muttered an apology, embarrassed. “Why did you stop?”
“There’s a drop off,” Wolfe informed me. “I don’t know how far down it goes.” He took a small step and leaned forward with his gun pointed down.
I eased around him so I could look with him, my toes near the ledge. I held onto Wolfe to keep steady and peered down. I aimed my flashlight with his. Our light got lost in the utter darkness, inky and black. Wolfe grabbed one of his glow sticks, cracked it and tossed it down. The darkness ate it up, and then we heard the faint sound of it landing.
“I’ll go down and check it out,” I said. Maybe my eyes would adjust. Well, perhaps Andvari should go down since he was supposed to have magical eyesight or whatever.
He must’ve sensed me thinking about him, because suddenly Andvari was at my side, silent and deadly-looking. “I will go down, Katerina.” His look told me I knew exactly why he was the one who should go.
I stared back at Andvari. “We should both go, in case there’s something down there.”
Wolfe didn’t seem to like the idea much, but there was nothing he could say. I was in charge of this mission. Andvari spoke to his father, and I knew the king wouldn’t be coming down with us. It was better this way. We needed someone to pull us back up.
“All right,” Wolfe said. “Get yourselves untied and I’ll set up the climbing equipment.” Wolfe handed me his gun and I aimed it down into the drop off while he got what he needed.
Wolfe took a few harnesses out of his pack and some more rope. The man was prepared. “I’m going to anchor these to the walls. One person will guide each of you down. Due to weight, I’ll anchor Andvari and Celeste will take Kat, and you two belay down.”
The idea of descending into a black hole terrified me. I had no idea what was at the bottom, but I could do this. I had to. I handed Wolfe his rifle and untied the knot around my waist as Andvari did the same. Celeste held out the harness for me and I stepped in, my hands on her shoulders for stability.
“You will be fine,” she told me. “If anything happens I will pull you up.”
I looked up and we held each other’s gaze. I knew this was the beginning of our trust. I nodded. I trusted her to pull my ass out of the fire and vice versa. We were a team. Celeste buckled me in and secured the carabiner to the harness. Wolfe hand-drilled two holes into the ice and screwed the anchors in. Andvari already had his gear on and his rope tied and secured. We were ready to go.
Celeste had my rope around her waist and the brake carabiner in one hand with the rope in the other. Gently I eased out over the ledge with my back to the empty space. The spikes on the bottom of my boots gripped the ice and I took a deep breath.
“I will be right next to you the whole way,” Andvari tried to reassure me. His gloved hand covered mine for a second. “I will be your eyes.”
I nodded and took out my axe and eased myself down as I slowly breathed out. I tried not to worry about the cold affecting Celeste and how it might cause her to drop me, or how I had no idea what waited for me down there. I paused for a moment and hung off the ledge. I glanced up and saw Ricky with as many lights as he could hold pointed down for us. I let the rope slide through my gloved fingers slowly until the edge was a few inches above me.
I swung the ice axe until it was deep in the wall, called for slack, and slowly lowered myself again, repeating the process until I was slowly but surely making my way down. Andvari was steadily doing the same to my right. I didn’t look anywhere else but at the wall in front of me and the temperature kept dropping the further down we went until my teeth chattered and I could barely feel my fingers, even with the fur gloves.
I stopped for a second and tried to catch my breath. The cold air burned my lungs and my muscles trembled from the strain. “How much further?” I asked and tried not to stutter. I felt frozen.
“Not far,” Andvari reassured me. “Only a few more feet.”
I assumed the darkness was like fog, you could see more the further you went in, but only a few feet at a time. “Should we jump?” I clung to the wall with my axe. I didn’t want to look up or down. If I couldn’t see my crew above me, I might lose it and scream like a little girl. My imagination was feeding me all sorts of terrifying ideas.
Andvari paused in thought. I could barely see the outline of his body despite my more than perfect eyesight. “I don’t think it’s the best idea,” he said. “But they could let us fall slowly. Ease your descent with the axes.”
Even though I couldn’t see his eyes I looked in his direction. “Do you see something down there?” I whispered. The muscles between my shoulders tightened painfully at the idea of something deadly that I couldn’t see, waiting with its jaws open.
“I don’t,” Andvari said. “But it doesn’t mean there won’t be something when we move forward.”
I wanted to get down and back on solid ground. I had my weapons strapped to my back, my legs, and in my boots, but fat lot of good it did me when I clung to the ice like a scared cat. “Wolfe,” I called up. “We are going to let go of the wall and we need you to lower us down the last few feet.”
“We’re ready,” he called back.
“Just let go gently,” Andvari advised. “It will be all right.”
There was a moment of pure panic as I thought of plummeting to the ground. What if Celeste couldn’t hold all of my weight? I dug the spikes on my boots into the wall and slowly let go of the rope. I grabbed my second axe so I had one in each hand and took a deep breath of burning cold air. I released my right axe from the wall. I felt myself being slowly and gently lowered further and further down. My feet stayed against the wall and I stepped down with the motion of the rope. Finally we hit solid ground and I wanted to cry in relief. The prickle between my shoulders started to ache and the adrenaline pumped through me. Something else was down here. I could feel it and knew it deep in my bones.
Andvari took out his light and turned it on, inspecting what he could.
Shakily I disengaged myself from the harness and tugged on the rope. “I want Alva and Wolfe to come down next, and then Ricky.” I paused and knew I had to make the call. “Celeste, it has dropped about twenty degrees down here. I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to follow. Can you stay up there, stand watch and pull us up when we come back?” She could also protect the king if need be.
I knew she wasn’t going to like it, but I had no idea how we would haul her back up if she went into hibernation. I heard her soft agreement and looked up. I couldn’t see more than a few feet in any direction, but a few moments later I could see Wolfe’s boots above me. I moved out of the way and helped him find his footing on the ground. Wolfe and Alva stepped out of the harnesses and tugged. The ropes disappeared above us and I shivered.
Wolfe rubbed my shoulders to try and warm me. “Are you okay?” he asked. He looked concerned and the shadows darkened his face.
My fingers tightened around the handles on the axes. “I’m fine, just cold and nervous. I have a bad feeling about this place.”
Wolfe wrapped his arms around me while we waited for the others and the shivers eased. “Celeste isn’t angry,” he said quietly. “She’s already having a hard time of it.”
My hair clung to his coat with static electricity and it occurred to me he still worried about her. In my eyes she was a hardened warrior and nothing could affect her, but I’d been wrong. Even I’d seen the blue tint to her skin. “Well I’m glad I didn’t hurt anyone’s feelings,” I murmured. “Arik is staying with her?”
“Father isn’t too happy about it, but he knows it is best,” Alva said.
I was glad someone would be with Celeste. I didn’t think it was safe for anyone to be alone at this point, and the less people to worry about getting eaten, the better.
I watched as Ricky made it down and I straightened. It was time to move forward. Ricky handed Wolfe his rifle and we tied ourselves together again. I could only see a few feet in front of me and wished I could see what Andvari could.
“It is freezing down here,” Ricky said. He stamped his feet to try and warm them.
Andvari stared somewhere into the murky blackness. “I suggest you don’t do that,” he said to Ricky. “We don’t know what’s in front of us, and we don’t want to alert them to our presence unnecessarily. Switch off your flashlights,” he told us. “I will lead us from here.”
Andvari pressed himself against the wall and led us slowly down what had to be another tunnel. All of us followed his lead and kept to the wall. It protected us from a surprise attack on that side. It didn’t get any colder as we moved forward, but that was relative. I checked my watch and tapped the temperature display, sixty below zero Fahrenheit. It was so cold it was hard to move my muscles.
We made our way in single file for what seemed like hours, but it could have been only minutes. It was hard to tell with the pitch-black. I had no way to find my bearings. I felt Andvari stop and tucked myself against his back for the warmth. “What is it?” I asked.
“I think we are going to need light now.”
“You can’t see?” I asked. The idea horrified me. If he couldn’t see down here, was something preventing him?
“I can see enough, but we need the lights to study it,” Andvari said.
I told the others and we turned on our flashlights. It looked like the tunnel had led us into an underground cavern, larger than the one I’d fallen into. The tunnel opened up into a stone room with stalagmites and stalactites. It was the cave we’d been searching for. I shone the light along the walls and noticed drawings. “We finally found something,” I breathed.
Andvari grabbed something off the wall and there was a spark. The fire grew and he placed the torch back into its bracket. The fire lit the room better than our artificial light did and I could see the brackets placed on the walls around the cave every few feet. Andvari untied the rope around his waist and went to light the other torches.
We detached the rope and walked further into the cavernous room. I stepped around the stalagmites carefully. The cavern grew brighter with each torch Andvari lit and I switched off my flashlight. I slid both axes into the sides of my pack and looked around. A large rock formation stood in the center of the room. It looked like it could be some sort of dais or shrine. The largest stalactite in the cave hung over it.
The stalactite was covered in carvings in the pictorial style. I walked towards the center of the cave as if in a trance. Could all this be real? Had I actually found the next clue? I was one step closer to my brother and it felt so surreal. My foot stepped on the first rock-formed stair and I studied the carvings on the dais in front of me. There seemed to be a combination of the Norse runes and pictographs. I climbed up the steps and knelt to get a better look. I wiped off the layer of dust and ice crystals covering everything. The runes looked archaic and I recognized only a few of them. The tip of my bare finger traced the rune and I relaxed my mind. These runes were old, but I’d studied them before and if Ricky was right, I would remember what they meant if I let myself.
My lips moved as I silently translated. “To find the old world, there must be a sacrifice,” I murmured in the Old Norse tongue. It came easily, like reading English. I didn’t like the sound of a sacrifice, but maybe it would be simple. A little blood could open up the secrets. From what I remembered in the stories, most sacrifices were animals. Only a few sacrificed humans, and only in dire situations to appease the gods.
I turned and saw Andvari and Alva studying the walls. Wolfe stood at the entrance to the cavern with his rifle ready. If anything came from the tunnel Wolfe had it handled. “Can you read it?” I asked them.
Alva gave a slight nod but didn’t turn away from the drawings. “Yes, it’s not easy, but we have studied the old language a bit,” she replied.
Ricky was at the furthest end of the cavern and he followed the path of the drawings. I didn’t know if he could understand anything, but the chances were pretty high. Whatever he gleaned from Andvari when we first met would be there for him to access.
The wall closest to me looked interesting and I crossed over to start there. I wiped away the crust of ice and dust. My hand ran over the words. It seemed to be a bunch of gibberish with more warnings about monsters and a few references to Asgard, but nothing solid. So many prayers to the Gods were written that asked for protection and forgiveness. Forgiveness for what, I wondered. I stepped sideways to read the rest and stopped cold at a rough drawing of a solar system I recognized. “After colonizing this small planet, we found the natives to be receptive to our culture. We can go back,” I read. I bit my lip and thought. Could this be real?
Wolfe appeared next to me. He was practically invisible when he wanted to be. “Is that Earth?” he asked as he examined the planet at the end of the phrase.
I shook my head. “It looks like it might be, but I’m not sure. The solar system is pretty accurate to ours though. See, the Milky Way.” My fingers ran over the smattering of stars next to constellations I recognized. “The culture that made these is ancient.”
Further down I spotted another drawing depicting the world tree from Norse mythology. I moved to inspect the runes. The drawing itself showed the way from Reidgotaland to Earth, and then to another planet, creating a triangle. “Travelers from the home world have now colonized this planet and another. Hail the All-Father,” I said in Norse. The musicality of the words was beautiful.
Wolfe looked at the words and drawings in confusion. “What did you say?”
I repeated myself in English and then translated the rest for him. “If the All-Father wished to hide the location of the home planet of Asgard, per the writings here a sacrifice would be required. It was the custom for the culture when asking something from the Gods,” I explained. Translating directly was too difficult.
Wolfe frowned. “A sacrifice? Where does it mention sacrifice?”
I leaned in closer to one of the markings and couldn’t tell if it was a rune or a pictograph. “It mentions sacrifice over there,” I said and pointed at the dais.
Wolfe glanced at the rock formation in the center and looked uncomfortable. “Let’s just find what we need and get out of here.”
“Worried something will find us?” I teased, but I felt the same way.
Wolfe’s face was dead serious. “Yes.”
I stared at him. He could feel whatever prickled between my shoulder blades too. It should’ve made me feel better but all it did was freak me out. “I wish you could read this,” I said. “Where is Ricky?”
Wolfe pointed him out across the cavern. Ricky studied the walls intently. So were Andvari and Alva. “Any mention of coordinates to Asgard?” I asked.
“None so far,” Ricky called back.
I figured as much, but I thought I should ask. Too much of the writing on the walls were prayers or warnings. A few mentions of when to plant the right crops at the right time, but nothing with coordinates. The closest I found to what we needed was the mention of colonizing planets.
“Keep looking,” I told them and headed back to the dais as Wolfe followed close behind me.
The rock formation had to be important, standing in the middle of the cave and all. I reached the top of the stairs again and placed my hands on top where the rock was smooth and flat. I stared at it, but the shadow from the stalactite above us cast a dark shadow on whatever was written into the smooth surface.
“Wolfe, can you shine some light on this?” I asked.
He did so, but his eyes never stopped roving around, looking for possible threats.
I kept my eyes focused on the markings. They were strange yet familiar. “Did you ever think we’d make it this far?” I asked him.
“I hoped we would,” he answered, but didn’t drop his guard.
I frowned and touched each rune. “I don’t understand what I should be looking for,” I muttered to myself. “It has to be here, why else would it be in the center of the damn cave?”
“Katerina.” Wolfe’s voice was tight and strained.
“Hold on, Wolfe.” The runes shivered and I relaxed. They seemed to morph, but it was my brain translating what it already knew. “The old world, Asgard,” I read and translated it slowly into English for Wolfe to understand. “It can only be found in the shadows and in the darkness.” Okay, well it was definitely dark down here. We had to be on the right track. Wait a minute. “Garm watches over this darkness,” I said. “And only his sacrifice can open the gateway to Asgard.” My body went completely numb when the realization hit me. Garm, the hellhound? My eyes shot to Andvari.
The looked he gave me said everything I didn’t want to know. “The pitch-black down here is not natural,” Andvari said quietly.
 “Where is he then, if this is the darkness he guards?” My voice was barely above a whisper and the terror seeped into me. I felt trapped.
“What are you talking about?” Wolfe demanded. He aimed his rifle at every patch of darkness. “What, or who, is Garm?”
A bone-shattering howl tore through the tunnels and echoed into the cave. It was followed by a nails-on-chalkboard screech and bounced off the walls, making the hair all over my body stand on end in panic.
We were in such deep shit.




 
 “The hellhound,” I breathed. “Ricky, quick! Take pictures of everything you can.”
The ground shook and the beast howled again. It was closer this time. The sound of it was guttural and menacing. I took up my axes and watched the entrance to the cavern. Wolfe went to one knee and trained his rifle on the tunnel. Andvari and Alva stood a few feet in front of Wolfe and me with their guns at the ready. I could hear Ricky behind us as he worked feverishly.
When the thing finally ripped through the entrance, its claws gouged into the rock and paused when it saw us. The three heads scrutinized us as he paced back and forth, snuffling to get our scent. Saliva dripped from its mouths and burned holes into the stone floor.
There truly were monsters down here and I had absolutely no idea how to kill this one.
Wolfe didn’t wait for the hellhound to make the first move, he opened fire on it and so did Andvari and Alva. The shots rang through the cavern. The holes from the pulse rounds oozed black gunk from the hellhound’s body. It lunged at us and gnashed its teeth, but the pulse fire temporarily kept it back. It was furious. The hound was enormous and the size of it practically filled the cave. It knocked stalagmites to the ground as if it hardly noticed they were there.
Pitch-black oozed out of the tunnel and surrounded the hellhound. The darkness moved with it, absorbing the light from the torches. The fire snuffed out when it got close to the wall. The hound took a step back and then leapt over Andvari and Alva straight towards Wolfe and me. My mind blanked and my instincts took over. All three heads came right at me.
I ran forward and dropped to my knees, sliding under the beast. Wolfe pressed back against the wall and continued to fire at it, but the rounds didn’t faze the hellhound even the slightest. The beast turned his full attention to Wolfe and snapped at him. Its claws ripped into the stone like butter and its hairless, black skin glowed almost red in the remaining firelight.
Andvari and Alva had their long knives out and circled around, slicing at it from both sides. Black ichor fell from the cuts and sizzled into the rock. Wolfe kept firing. The beast swiped at all three of them but missed, with the attacks coming from so many angles it had a hard time focusing.
Before it could tear into one of them I ran and jumped onto it. I brought the axes up high and slammed them into the beast’s back. It howled in pain, a sound that shivered through me like wildfire. The hellhound tried to shake me off, but I held on tight. I couldn’t hold on for long, but it gave Wolfe time to slide past it. He knelt and quickly reloaded the rifle, though he could see the pulse rounds weren’t doing much damage. The beast practically absorbed the energy and the holes closed immediately after.
It whipped its heads in frustration and I flew across the cavern, hit the floor on my back, and gasped for air as it was knocked out of my lungs. The hellhound went after Ricky and I tried to warn him, but couldn’t speak. It was too late by the time I could. The hound bit into his leg, lifted him up, and shook him like a rag doll.
Ricky’s cry of pain got me to my feet as I struggled to breathe. I watched as Alva took her long knife and stabbed it through a paw to distract it. It screeched in pain and let Ricky go. Goosebumps ran over me with the sound. I ran to Ricky and the hellhound turned one of its giant heads on me. The beast smacked me with one of its other paws. It flung me across the cave and I slammed into the wall.
My vision went black for a second with bright flashes of light piercing through my eyes. I desperately tried to breathe, to move and get away, anything to get out of deadly range. The thing was toying with me. I had to get it together.
The hellhound yowled in pain. When I was able to refocus I saw it flail as it tried to free its back paw. It knocked into Andvari and Wolfe with such force I cringed. Then it ripped the knife out of his paw with one head and another turned towards me. I couldn’t move. It was like a nightmare, watching the hound prowl towards me with hatred in all six of its eyes.
The fear and pain paralyzed me and I tried to scrabble away from it, but its claws pierced my shoulder and I screamed as it burned. Agony radiated from my shoulder as it lifted me off the floor. The hound pressed me into the rock wall with his paw and I felt the claws go all the way through my body. They dug into the wall behind me. Its hot breath from all three mouths warmed my face and it smelled rotten; sulphurous. The hound jerked back with a screech. Alva had her knife in its side and she twisted. The hellhound roared in anger and hate, and I fell in a lump to the ground. It turned and stalked towards Alva.
I had to get up and move. I needed to help my friends, but the blood poured from my shoulder and it felt like there was acid in the wound. I reminded myself I wasn’t helpless; I was genetically enhanced. I was made for this. I forced myself to my knees.
The hound snapped its teeth and Alva ran. Andvari was suddenly at my side and helped me up. He grabbed one of the swords on my back and unsheathed it in one smooth motion. He ran at the hound and brought my sword down across one of the hellhound’s necks, the motion graceful and skilled. The head fell with a sickening thud.
Its scream shattered around us. I clapped my hands over my ears as the pain from the sound of it overwhelmed me.
The hound’s tail whipped through the air to wrap around Andvari’s throat like a snake. Alva sliced at the second head while Wolfe hacked at its tail to free Andvari.
The burning from my shoulder hurt worse than anything I could remember or imagine. I gritted my teeth and reached for my other short sword. I needed the hellhound to come after me. I pushed the pain back hard and it receded to the back of my mind. I would pay for this later. I ran as fast and as hard as I could towards the monster and jumped onto its back again, ripping out my axe.
The beast howled again and the sound made the walls shudder. This time I ignored the agony in my ears and didn’t stop. I kept running and vaulted off its remaining head. I landed in a crouch, right in front of its face. I needed to get it to the center of the room. I waited until I could feel its hot breath on my back and then sprinted towards the dais.
The cave suddenly elongated and the distance to the center seemed so much farther than before. The sound of its claws tearing up the stone had me hauling ass. The hound’s growls were right behind me. I took the stairs two at a time and clambered on top of the dais. I faced the monster and it rushed at me. Its last pair of eyes burned with hellfire.
 My heart pounded with adrenaline and the fear tasted sharp. I waited for the perfect moment. The hound leapt at me. The moment it was airborne, time seemed to stop. I sprang up and twisted midair like a cat, my axe in one hand and my sword in the other. I slammed my axe in its body and held on for stability as the creature thrashed and stumbled. With its last head now in front of me, I let go of the axe and wrapped both hands around the hilt and plunged my sword through its neck. It severed the spine and the monster dropped hard on the dais. My knife snicked as I slid it from my boot and slit the creature’s throat.
Black blood spilled over the engraved stone in a flood.
It ate away at my gloves like pure acid. The metal on my knife corroded and melted away. I dropped the knife and ripped my gloves off. I inspected my hands to make sure the blood didn’t touch my skin. I was okay. I brought my head up slowly, taking a deep breath.
No one was dead or dying. I took it as a win.
The dais split in half with a crack that made the entire cave tremor.
I hastily climbed down from the beast, heaving, and tired. The burn on my shoulder radiated with pain and I rolled it to try and ease the sensation, but only succeeded in making it worse. I checked on my friends and saw Alva was at Ricky’s side, bandaging his leg. Andvari picked himself up and rubbed his neck. The red mark looked nasty and burnt.
I took a deep breath and looked at my hands. They shook. We’d done it. The beast was dead, sacrificed at the altar exactly like the runes had said.
Something fluttered in the center of the stone and my eyes shot to the rock-formation. This must be what we almost died for. I shoved the beast off of the dais and kicked aside one of the massive paws. A piece of parchment was hidden in the smooth slab of rock. I retrieved it carefully and unrolled the ancient paper. I was terrified it would simply disintegrate at my touch. After all we went through I couldn’t bear to lose what we came for.
Wolfe made his way around the carcass of the beast and came up the steps. He reloaded his rifle and then hung it over his shoulder. Wolfe gently held my arm as he inspected the damage the hound did to me. “Is that what I think it is?” he asked. He glanced over at the parchment as he grabbed bandages from his pack.
I winced at the pressure on my shoulder. Wolfe made sure the bandage was tight and tied it off. “I think it is,” I said. “But it’s not in English; give me a second to translate it.”
I felt the ground underneath my feet shake and looked around in confusion. Howls and screeches came from the tunnel, echoing until it sounded like thousands of them. I realized the tremors were from a pack of running and angry hellhounds, or some other kind of monster. Wolfe caught the look of horror on my face and grabbed his rifle.
Wolfe’s free hand gripped my good arm and he pushed me forward. “Time to go!” he yelled.
We sprinted to Ricky. Wolfe dropped my arm and grabbed him. He put one arm around his shoulder and Andvari put Ricky’s other arm around his. Together they lifted him up and ran through the tunnel, back the way we’d come.
I grabbed Alva’s arm and pulled her with me. We were close on Wolfe and Andvari’s heels. The two of them moved faster than I thought possible. Ricky was doing his best, but one of his legs was completely useless.
The screeching howls were closer.
“Andvari,” I called, the fear in my voice growing as the walls started to shudder with the force of the creatures speed. “We better be close to the drop-off!” I could only see a foot or so in any direction. I looked behind us…there had to be another tunnel I couldn’t make out; a tunnel that led them right to us, whatever they were.
“We’re here,” Andvari said. “Celeste, Father! We need you to pull Ricky up, he’s injured!”
I pressed my back against Wolfe’s as I stared at the inky blackness behind us. “We need to get out of here, now,” I breathed. The prickle of unease following me since our descent rippled over my entire body and made me sick to my stomach.
 “We need to climb up this wall now, Wolfe. We don’t have time to mess around. They are going to be on us in minutes.” Maybe they couldn’t climb up the walls, which would be a lucky break.
Arik’s voice called down to us. “Celeste is unconscious, something is wrong with her,” he said. He sounded freaked.
Great, one more thing to worry about.
“Get Ricky in the harness,” I demanded. “Wolfe, you take the second one. The rest of us will have to climb to the top without the rope. Then whoever makes it to the top first pulls Ricky up before he gets eaten alive.”
Ricky glared at me. “I can climb up this wall,” he said indignantly. “The rope is secured to the wall above us.”
“Then do it already!” I yelled. The blackness started to roil and move. We were out of time. I was in charge of this mission and they would damn well listen to me.
Andvari and Alva caught my drift while Wolfe tried to argue with me. They used their axes and the spikes on their boots and scurried up the wall and out of sight. Ricky pulled his entire weight up the rope with only his arms, his legs dangling.
Wolfe stopped me before I could follow. “Kat, you can’t climb with your shoulder like that,” he protested.
I shrugged. “I have to,” I said. “I’ll manage.”
Wolfe almost snarled in anger. “No.”
The shadows seethed and started to take form. Their sounds were all around us now. “Go!” I yelled. It was half growl and half desperation. “This is not the time for chivalry, Wolfe.” I tucked the parchment into his pack. “Here, these are the coordinates.” Then I pushed him towards the wall. “Just in case.” I owed him everything, and I would only slow him down. I refused to get him killed.
Wolfe had never looked as angry as he did right then. “Stop being so stupid!” he yelled. He put the harness on in record time and grabbed me and wrapped my arms around his neck. He quickly tied a roped around my waist and slung it over his shoulders. Wolfe ignored my protests and slammed both of his axes into the wall of ice. He pulled himself up while I hung off of him. He kept climbing higher, almost like he didn’t carry my weight as well.
I looked down and black arms with giant, foot-long claws reached up. I swallowed my scream and kicked at them. Wolfe grunted, but didn’t stop climbing. “Don’t look down,” I told him and kicked another arm that grabbed at the wall.
The darkness started to take form and I saw it wasn’t exactly shadows, but creatures who were black as night. Their eyes glowed white and they screeched when they caught the scent of my blood. It dripped down my back and felt like fire. My entire arm and hand was slick with my blood, and it made it difficult to hold on. The only thing that kept me from losing my grip and falling into their waiting scythes was the rope around my waist, taking most of my weight.
Wolfe reached the top and pulled us both over the ledge. When he untied me I rolled onto my back and tried to ease the pain in my shoulder. The screeching got louder and they sounded like they were everywhere. I peered over the edge. The creatures solidified and I saw their faces; screaming masks. Their arms bent unnaturally at the elbow and ended in long claws like knives. It sure would be nice if we had grenades right about now.
“They’re coming,” I said. “Arik, take Alva and go up to the surface. Help the soldiers get the rest of us as quickly as you can.”
Arik nodded and went to work. I scrambled over to Celeste. She was passed out on the floor with her skin a bluish-white. We had to get her warm as soon as we could. Wolfe and Andvari got Ricky to the rope and Ricky climbed up as he had before, his strength never waning. The soldiers at the top pulled him over when he reached the edge.
Arik took his daughter’s hand and they ran towards the faint light coming from the hole in the surface. There were shouts and I saw them being lifted up to the surface.
Andvari came over to help me up. “No.” I pushed him off. “Take Celeste and go, Arik is waiting for you.”
God, I was so tired. I opened my coat and saw the gaping wound in my shoulder. It looked angry and poisoned. Great, I didn’t think I could heal from a hellhound wound in a matter of minutes like I normally did.
“Get up Kat; we need to get out of here.” Wolfe stood over me and held out his hand.
“I’ll be right behind you, help Celeste up first.”
Wolfe didn’t wait around to see if I would follow his orders. He nodded. “Get to the rope, and tie yourself to it. I’ll pull you up.” He left and disappeared out of my field of vision.
I grabbed the edge of the drop off and pointed my light down. The monsters were figuring out how to climb. They skittered over every surface like beetles. My heart beat like a rabbit’s, fast and frightened.
I pushed myself up with my good arm. Long, black claws grappled with the edge. I got to my feet and stomped on the monster’s hand. It screamed and fell. I limped as I ran towards the opening at the top of the cavern. The light from the surface led the way. I had a massive migraine and the blood loss made me woozy. I ignored it and pushed the exhaustion back with the pain. Only a little further. I grabbed the rope and tied it around my waist as Wolfe had done.
Then I heard gunshots.
My head snapped up and I saw Wolfe’s face looking down at me. My exhaustion forgotten as adrenaline pumped through me yet again. There was a scream and I heard a pack of screeches and howls. It curdled my blood to hear it. Wolfe disappeared and more gunshots rang out.
I could hear Arik barking out orders and Andvari yelling at Wolfe.
Andvari poked his head over the crack and yelled at me. “The grendels are attacking on the surface!”
They were everywhere. 
The monsters up there and the ones in the tunnels below had me trapped. I had to make it to the surface; at least there we had the vehicles. We could escape. Rage rippled through me. I was not a liability anymore. I grabbed the rope and didn’t even stop to think if it was secured. I climbed; hand over hand, pulling myself up. My shoulder screamed at me, and my hands were numb from the exposure, as well as chapped and red. I couldn’t stop to worry about the black skin around my fingertips.
I reached the surface. My fingers grasped the broken lip of the ice and I dug my nails into the ledge. The ragged edges of ice sliced into my hands. I ignored it and put all my strength into pulling myself onto the surface. I almost couldn’t feel the pain from my shoulder anymore. The cold and the adrenaline masked it.
The ice I held onto cracked and started to give way. I grabbed onto the rope just as the edges around me collapsed in. Someone’s hand grabbed mine and I looked up. Alva held onto me, and pulled. She grabbed onto my coat for more leverage and yanked me over. We flopped onto the ground, panting. I heard the hair-raising screech again.
“Take this, shoot anything that isn’t one of us.” Alva ran off and fired a pulse rifle at the black things.
A pulse pistol was in my hand. I grabbed the other pistol from my holster and stood. Tall, black creatures surrounded us. Arms and legs bent at unnatural angles. I watched as one sliced through a soldier. His limbs fell from his body with no resistance. It took me a second, but I recognized the knife-like claws and screaming faces. These were the same creatures from the tunnels. Somehow they’d found another way to the surface.
Arik and two soldiers desperately tried to load Ricky and Celeste into the closest vehicle. Fenrir ripped one apart, shaking his head fiercely. Andvari directed the remaining soldiers in a small perimeter around our vehicles. They came out of the trees like fog, and they creaked and clattered as they moved. There were so many of them. Wolfe knelt at Arik’s side on the edge of the perimeter. He took down one after the other with his high-powered rifle. The pulse rounds ripped the grendels to pieces.
Alva and I were outside the perimeter and we had so much ground to cover. “Get moving!” she yelled.
The grendels caught sight of me. I started to shoot as they ran at me, crawling like spiders over the snow. I shot from both pistols as I ran towards Wolfe. I caught up to Alva and she kept pace with me as we sprinted towards the vehicles.
I never missed once, each shot went straight to the head and they dropped like flies. I saw a pack come around the back and fired at them. Wolfe looked up for a split second and saw me. His mouth hung open as I ran. Adrenaline pounded through my veins; everything my amped genes were made for suddenly found their purpose. I dropped and slid towards the truck on my back as grendels tried to grab me and missed.
I shot them in midair as they leapt for us and felt their blackness splatter my gear and face. I slid into the jeep; my boots slammed onto the undercarriage and stopped me. I rolled to my feet and put my back to Wolfe’s, both arms stretched out in opposite directions. I have never moved faster or with such accuracy. I just let it happen; I didn’t try to fight it this time and it worked.
The grendels fell and splattered when they hit the snow. Wolfe I were able to give the soldiers enough of a break from the attacks to retreat towards their vehicles. The monsters moved slowly to my eyes, and I had time to aim and shoot and choose my next target before they even knew what happened. That cold, predator side was in charge and I relished it. I reveled in the damage I could do and smiled as they died.
Suddenly it was quiet. I turned to Wolfe and grinned. His expression shocked as he took in the destruction I’d wreaked. He got this weird look on his face. Suddenly his rifle was up and he aimed at me. I frowned, what the hell was going on?
“Wolfe?” I asked. I felt my clarity fade and crumble. Was he disgusted by what he had seen?
He fired and I felt something pierce through my lower back. I looked down and saw claws protrude from my stomach. Blood bubbled up in my mouth and I choked. It poured down my chin and the creature fell behind me, satisfyingly dead.
I looked up at Wolfe. So he wasn’t shooting at me. I smiled at him. Maybe everything would be all right. I dropped to my knees. I needed to rest; even I couldn’t heal fast enough to make it back to the Svell Kastali. “Thank you,” I told him.
Wolfe caught me before I hit the snow.




 
I woke up in a room I didn’t recognize. The sun shone softly through a window with white curtains. The walls were an odd blue. I turned my head to the side and felt the ache in my stomach, my shoulder, and my hands. So I was alive. Pain reminded you that you’re alive.
It was cold in the room, but a fire crackled in a hearth next to the bed. I could feel the warmth. It touched me, but it was only on the surface, underneath my skin my body felt frozen. It burned across my skin the more I woke up, like I was on fire. It grew worse until I screamed from the pain. So cold it bit into me like a thousand tiny knives.
Suddenly Alva was there and she made me drink something. It took the pain away and warmed my body.
When I woke up again, I felt a million times better. There was still some weirdness, like I was getting over a bad cold, or flu, but I wasn’t in excruciating pain. I hoped I hadn’t gotten frostbite. I wondered how my body would react to something like that.
The room looked the same. I didn’t think I’d been moved. It was silent and peaceful. A fire roared and the light was muted as it was in the late afternoon. I wondered if I was alone, or if the others were here.
Despite being made from snow and ice, the palace wasn’t as cold as I thought it would be. It was reinforced with stone. I turned to the window and saw a figure sitting in a chair. He was slumped and snoring lightly. I tried to focus my eyes.
The bed creaked as I shifted and the figure started awake. “You shouldn’t be moving,” Wolfe’s voice was stern.
“What happened?” I asked. My throat was dry and my voice raspy. I couldn’t remember much after I’d reached our vehicle. “Is everyone okay?” I asked.
Wolfe stood and grabbed a glass from the table, silent. Then he filled it with water, brought it over to me, and helped me drink. “You got stabbed by a grendel in the stomach, and also in the shoulder by the hound. There was something on the claws Alva had to give you an antidote for. We barely got you here in time.”
I swallowed the water gratefully as I listened. “In time for what?” I asked.
“In time for the queen and Alva to keep you from dying.” His words were calm, but his face was anything but.
If I didn’t know better, I’d say Wolfe was angry. “Why are you mad?”
He sighed and ran his hand over his head. “Watching you out there was the most insane, beautiful thing I’ve ever seen anyone do. And the most terrifying.” Wolfe sat on the edge of the bed. “You barely have any training, but you handled yourself like a veteran. You scared the shit out of me, throwing yourself into danger like your own life didn’t matter.” He brushed my hair out of my face and was serious. “I don’t want you to keep endangering yourself. It isn’t healthy,” he said.
I smiled up at him. “Yeah, but we got the coordinates didn’t we?”
He looked at me like I was crazy. “I can’t read that damn paper, it’s in gibberish, so how would I know?”
I frowned in confusion. “What, so nobody has tried to decipher it?”
He seemed incredulous as he sat on the edge of the bed. “You’ve been out for almost three days; Ricky’s been bedridden. He had to have surgery on his leg. He will be in bed for another week. Celeste had to be rehabilitated after her body shut down from the freezing temperatures. I told her not to come for a reason. Not to mention the wounds Alva and Andvari sustained from the hound and the encounters with the grendels. No one has had a chance to look at anything.”
I peered at him curiously. “But you’re fine? You weren’t hurt?” Was he made out of some kind of adamantium or something?
He rubbed the back of his neck. “I got lucky, only a few bumps and bruises.”
It seemed kind of weird, but maybe it was his training. “How did you come out of that hellhole completely unscathed?” I asked. It was hard to believe. Unless he was like me and would heal no matter what was thrown at him.
His grin was feral. “I’m very fast, and I’ve been on dangerous missions most of my life. It’s what I live for.”
I stared at him, I must have misheard him. “So it’s not just about the gold?”
Wolfe took the glass from me and set it on the nightstand. “I probably wouldn’t go after treasure if I didn’t have to fight for it.”
Once again, there was more to him than he let on. I took a deep breath and leaned back into the pillows. I felt sleepy again. “So what is the plan now?” I asked and tried to keep my eyes open.
“When you’re better, you can tell us what the paper says, and we go from there,” he said quietly. There was a pause before he told me, “You should sleep.”
I wasn’t intending to do as he said, but I was suddenly exhausted. “Okay, I’ll get right on it.”
I heard him chuckle before I fell asleep again.
***
I woke up and stretched. Light shone in through the window; it looked to be about midday. I looked around and saw my door was slightly open. I could hear hushed voices right outside in the hall. I concentrated for a second and focused on what they said.
“I don’t understand. It’s only been five days. How could this happen?”
That was Wolfe’s voice. Whatever he was talking about, it wouldn’t end well for me.
“I don’t know, Wolfe. Perhaps it’s the medicine they use here. Alva mentioned something about using lasers to cauterize everything.” And that would be Ricky covering my ass as usual.
“I changed the bandage. I saw how bad it was before. I was there,” Wolfe argued. “I had to take those claws out of her.”
“Wolfe, she is still in pretty bad shape. It’s no miracle she’s healing. She’s been practically comatose for five days, and has had round the clock care since we got here. Their medicine is amazing. My leg is almost completely healed.”
My body shook in fear. I could only fool my captain for so long. I knew this would happen eventually. I couldn’t continue to conveniently heal as if nothing had happened. Not when I threw myself into danger like I didn’t care for my own life, as Wolfe had put it. I needed to tell him soon. The more I kept trying to pretend, the angrier he would be when he finally did find out.
Wolfe mumbled something I couldn’t make out.
“You should go check on her,” Ricky said. “I’ll be in soon. I’m going to have Alva look her over.”
I turned my face to the window. I didn’t want him to think I was eavesdropping, even though that was exactly what I’d done. I heard Wolfe walk into the room and sit in the chair next to my bed. I rolled over and looked at him. I said nothing and waited.
Wolfe gazed back at me. He studied my face and took in my expression. I knew I looked panicked. He sighed. I couldn’t see any signs of disgust. “How are you feeling?” he asked.
“Bruised and sore, but other than that, I feel surprisingly well for someone who was recently gutted.” I stated.
Wolfe jerked away from my words like they offended him. “I think so, too. Do you think you’ll be ready to look at the coordinates soon?”
My smile faltered. He was purposely avoiding my invitation to ask about my peculiar improvement. He wanted to know about my biology, I knew he did, but maybe he wanted me to bring it up. “I can look at it now if you want.” I didn’t have the courage to tell him. Not yet.
“I will tell you if you can look at it today or not.” Alva looked stern with her basket of medicines.
I smiled for real then, glad to see her. “How are you and Andvari?” I asked. “Better off than me?”
“I think everyone got off better than you.” She sounded irritated, but I could see the corners of her mouth twitch in a smile.
Alva lifted up my shirt and started taking off my bandage. She looked at me knowingly. “Wolfe, maybe you should leave. I don’t know if she will be comfortable with you watching.”
I closed my eyes. I loved her for trying to protect me, but there was nothing more I could do. He would see it eventually. “It’s fine Alva, but thank you.”
Wolfe said nothing in response. Alva shook her head in disapproval as she lifted the bandage. It felt terrible as it pulled at my skin. It stretched the wound until I thought it would rip. She was careful and got it all off without opening anything.
I sat up carefully and stared at my stomach. I felt bile rise up in my throat. There were deep gashes and the stitches seeped. The skin all around it was red and bloody. I watched as Alva cleaned it, pressing gently when the blood came through, and then she rubbed a salve all over it, stretching from my left hip to my right. The medicine instantly soothed the mild pain. As I watched the red faded slightly. I looked away and at the floor. I couldn’t take it anymore. I felt vulnerable and exposed.
I could only imagine what it had looked like when we arrived at the castle. Alva had me turn over so she could do the same to my back where the entrance wound was. I glanced at Wolfe, and saw his jaw clench and his eyes narrow. Quickly I averted my gaze. I couldn’t watch him when he was angry. I had no idea what I could possibly say to erase that expression from his face.
“You were extremely lucky,” was all Wolfe managed to bark out.
“You can leave if you cannot be pleasant,” Alva snapped at him.
Wolfe looked away. Ricky made his way over to the captain on his crutches. He placed a hand on his shoulder, and it looked as though they were having a conversation I couldn’t hear, the first time I’d seen Ricky talk mentally with Wolfe as he did with me.
“Tell the queen I thank her for helping us,” I said quietly. I had to be more careful to stay out of terrible situations.
“She performed your surgery with the doctor,” Alva told me. She had me stand so she could finish wrapping the bandage around my entire midsection.
It was probably to hold my insides together. I felt sick. Not only because Wolfe witnessed something few knew about, but because the idea of my guts spilling all over everything made me nauseous. I was briefly thankful I couldn’t remember much after I got to the vehicles.
Wolfe scooted his chair closer until his knees were against the frame. The way he looked into my eyes had my stomach churning nervously. Alva was quiet and subtle when she gathered her supplies and left us. Ricky quickly followed her example.
Was this it; was this the moment I was supposed to spill my secret?
Wolfe rested his elbows on the bed and dropped his head into his hands. “You have no idea what it’s been like this past week,” he said. “I was sure you were going to die. It’s not a feeling I enjoy.”
I stared at him unblinkingly and gripped the sheets to steady myself. I recently took down an army of grendels, I could do this.
Wolfe rubbed his face and then looked at me again. “Maybe I wouldn’t have worried so much if I knew how good their medicine was...or your healing capabilities.” He waited for my response.
“I—” had no idea what to say, so I stopped. Could I say something simple and easy? “I didn’t know how to tell you. I was scared,” I whispered.
Wolfe touched my hair, his gaze indiscernible. “I promise I’ll understand, just tell me.”
My eyes fell to my hands. I doubted he would understand. He would take back all of his kind words once he found out, but I was in too deep now. I decided I would tell him. “I’m—”
“How is she?” the queen asked, interrupting me as she swept into the room. She was one of the few who never spoke Standard.
I pursed my lips and looked out the window. I refused to say anything in front of her. “I’m doing fine, thanks to you,” I replied in Norse.
The queen came to my side. “You brought my family back in one piece and managed to kill a whole herd of grendels. I am here to thank you.”
Wolfe got up, annoyed, but he hid it well. He crossed the room and stood at the window, staring out at the winter wasteland as if it held all the answers he was looking for. Queen Bryn took his place on the chair with an eerie grace. She grasped my hand, and for the first time since we’d arrived, she looked gentle and kind.
“My brother wishes to speak to you,” she said.
I’m sure he did. The king must be anxious for answers. I smiled at her. “I was merely doing my duty, highness. I will speak with King Arik whenever he wishes.”
She patted my face and smiled a sweet smile; there was nothing mean hiding behind it. “I am always impressed with your ability to speak our language. You have been a good friend to my niece and nephew.” And then she left, leaving no trace she had been there except the unspoken words between Wolfe and me. They hung heavy in the air.
The captain turned back to me and we locked eyes. I opened my mouth to speak and was interrupted again by Arik.
“Katerina, child! I’m so glad to see you awake,” Arik exclaimed from the doorway.
I gave up. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to tell him yet. I sighed and plastered a grin on my face. “Thank you, sir. It is nice to be awake.” Arik now spoke Standard English as if he’d been speaking it his entire life, as did Alva and Andvari.
“I brought you the parchment you all risked your lives for,” Arik said as he handed me the worn slip of paper.
I held it in my hands and stared at it, not truly seeing it. “When can we travel back to the capitol?” I asked.
“As soon as you can be moved, which Alva tells me should be in a few days.” Arik stood next to the bed and leaned over to look at the runes. “What do the markings mean?”
I really looked this time. It was not as complicated as I had thought. It was six words, six numbers written like so: fimm fjórir. Níu ein, tveir sjau. “They’re coordinates in Old Norse.”
I handed back the paper to Arik, already having memorized the numbers.
He looked astonished. “Coordinates? Could it be so simple?” He traced the unfamiliar letters. I wondered how much of their ancient language they had lost.
“That was my original guess, but now I’m positive they are the coordinates to Asgard. I’m pretty sure anyone who studies the Ancients would be able to read them.” I pointed to the first set of numbers. “They are written in traditional xyz coordinates, this here is latitude, then longitude, and the last set is from the center which would be the sun in your solar system. Enter them into any computer and you will find where it is.” I leaned back. I was tired again, but didn’t want to go to sleep. Their medicine acted like a sedative, or perhaps my body was worn out from being in constant overdrive.
 “I would like to be on our way as soon as possible,” Arik said. “There is much to be planned. I will prepare for our arrival to the capitol.”
Wolfe finally spoke up. “My crew and I will head to these coordinates as soon as we are able and send word back to you.”
The tension in the room rose exponentially. Arik looked as irritated as I’ve ever seen him allow himself to show. “My people will be the ones to scout this out.”
Wolfe walked over to Arik. He calmly looked down at the king. Somehow Wolfe looked larger as he towered over him. “Without my map, this never would have been found. I swore on my honor to bring you the necklace. We are not going to cheat you. With the risk of exposing your people, I ask for you to allow us to go. Alone.”
Arik sighed and suddenly I felt like I could breathe again. “You may scout the coordinates, Captain, but I would ask that you send word back as soon as possible so I may send a discreet team to join you. We both have a vested interest in this mission.”
I saw Wolfe tense, though he hesitated and looked unsure. It rattled me.
“That seems reasonable, Arik,” I said. “We will make sure your people will be safe. Ricky will look over the ship you will be sending to make sure it is prepped for long-range travel. Now sir, if you will excuse me, I need to rest so that we may leave as soon as possible.”
Arik rose, looking shocked. His expression mirrored on Wolfe’s face. I spent too much time on this planet; stupid politics were becoming all too familiar. I had just dismissed a king with the grace of someone who was used to these things.
“Of course, my child, if you need anything, please let me know. I will be with my sister.” The king bowed to me and then left. I couldn’t tell if he was mocking me or not.
Wolfe stared at me. “I mean all of you,” I said. “Please, get Alva. I would like to ask about the medicine.”
Wolfe gave me a quizzical look. “I would still like you to finish telling me what we were speaking about earlier.”
“Of course, I promise I won’t forget.” How could I?
After he left the room, Alva came in with a secret smile on her face. She gave me something she said would help me sleep, and help me heal even faster.
“Something you want to say?” I asked, irritated at her knowing expression.
“Oh, nothing, but I think you just found out another reason why my father calls you ‘lady’. You could easily have been a princess, my sister.”
“I’m not going to marry your stupid brother,” I grouched and crossed my arms.
She grinned at me. “Of course not, now drink this.”
***
A few days later I was able to move around on my own, albeit slowly and cautiously. Wolfe had barely left my side the entire time. We didn’t talk much. He was polite about his curiosity and left it alone while I got better. It didn’t make it any easier when it felt like I was almost never alone. Someone was always around to check on me, or ask me a question about the plans to head to Asgard.
Every day I walked the halls of the Svell Kastali. It was a wonder of craftsmanship. The inner layer was made out of stone, and then ice blocks, or entire walls of pure ice added another layer outside the stone. It was quite ingenious. The ice protected the stone from weather damage and sealed in the heat from the never-ending fires the servants tended religiously. Some of the windows opened, but others were made from the thinnest ice. It let the sun in and you could see out almost as well as with clear glass. The ice did warp the view, but it was still beautiful.
I wasn’t allowed outside yet. The skin on my fingers returned to normal, but Alva didn’t like the risks the biting cold posed. For once I didn’t argue. Any time I wasn’t warm, the ache in my stomach was awful.
My cub was still in the capitol. No one was brave enough to take him up to the northern continent. I worried about him, and I was anxious to get back. We never intended to stay away for so long. Tiberius probably thought I would never come back for him. The idea of him alone in the kennels without even the wolf for company broke my heart. I could relate to the feeling of abandonment.
On the fourth day the king told us to pack. Queen Bryn and Alva had given me the go ahead to travel, but I wasn’t permitted to do any heavy lifting.
Bryn was in my room almost every day, and she was growing on me. When she didn’t have her royal airs she was actually quite pleasant and normal to be around. She seemed to enjoy Wolfe’s company as well. The two of them interacting amused me.
“Simply have your men pack your things,” Bryn said. She waved her hand at Wolfe. “I wish I were so lucky to have a warrior such as him by my side.” The queen made sure to speak in English whenever she flirted.
Wolfe blushed and I burst out laughing. Sometimes I forgot how young he was. He was so serious most of the time. “I am lucky,” I told her. “I’m lucky Wolfe was strong enough to pull me out of that tunnel.”
Bryn smiled a knowing smile and took Wolfe’s hand. “He is favored by the Gods,” she said. The faith in the north was far stronger and more permeated than I’d seen in the southern capitol.
I translated for Wolfe and he shook his head. His face darkened and I wondered again if there was more to his strength and endurance than training. It was something we needed to talk about, something I would ask him when I could finally tell him the truth, when we weren’t constantly surrounded by the Norsemen.
The queen and Alva chatted while Andvari and Wolfe packed up our equipment. Mostly I tuned them out. Everything was still sore and it hurt when I got tired. And I tired easily now. I could only move around for a few hours before I had to take a nap or rest. Wolfe stopped by to tell us we would be leaving within the hour.
Bryn had her servants bring me fresh clothes to keep me warm on the way back. I thanked her and Alva helped me put them on. Every item of clothing was either white, or an extremely, light beige; the colors the queen always wore. I took in her height and size; they might very well be her own clothes.
“Alva, you will have to come back at the winter solstice. We can have the people officially acknowledge you as my heir,” the queen went on. “The winter solstice ball will be magnificent. Everyone from around the globe will attend.”
Alva thanked Bryn quietly as she helped me put on my coat and boots. I could only use one hand for most tasks. The pain in my shoulder was worse than the stomach wound. I assumed it was the acid or poison the hellhound carried in his claws. I could barely move my arm in any direction and lacing my own, white boots the queen gave me was not something I was up to.
The vehicles were ready to go and everything was packed. Alva and I walked slowly through the Svell Kastali to the courtyard. The queen and her people came to send us off. We stepped outside and I breathed the cold air in deep. The cold was almost refreshing after being stuck in the Kastali for so long. I felt restless and anxious to get back to Tiberius.
The drive to the docks was bumpy and uncomfortable. I grabbed onto a handle to steady myself, my hand to my stomach. Every time I tensed, my abdomen muscles protested. I healed so quickly they had to take the stitches out already, but it did not feel much better. Only a few more days and I thought I would be close to normal.
The vehicles drove up into our waiting ship. We would be back in the capitol in a few hours, and I was already tired. Wolfe and Alva stayed with me as we made our way carefully through the minefield of icebergs. I wrapped a blanket around my shoulders and watched the black water pass us by.
The mission had been a success. We got the coordinates to Asgard, but it still felt like we had so much more to do and so much farther to go. I had to keep reminding myself I was one step closer. One more and I would find Kris. My fingers wrapped around the crystal he’d given me, and I knew I would find him. He was out there, waiting for me to pick up his bread crumbs.
Wolfe had spoken to Ricky about leaving the planet in a day or two. He wanted to get a lock on the location before we actually left. I was sad to leave Reidgotaland, but it needed to be done. I’d learned so much about my genetic enhancements. I could only call it an improvement. I knew my limits and I knew what I could survive. I was better now at ignoring pain when I needed to.
I glanced at Celeste who stood at the railing of the ship. She was still paler than normal for her, but she looked better. Her blonde hair whipped around in the wind, looking beautiful and exotic as usual. I knew this trip had also brought us closer. For better or worse, I trusted her now. Maybe not with my secrets, but with my life, and she knew she could trust me as part of the team. I’d proven that.
When we docked we had a few hours until the sun set. Arik ordered his men about, and between them and the sailors, the gear and equipment were unloaded and brought up to the castle in record time. I wasn’t ready to go back to my rooms yet, though I was worn out enough to fall asleep standing. 
Wolfe walked with me back to the kennels. I was worried and had no idea how the cub had fared while I was gone. The second Wolfe and I entered the kennels at the edge of the forest I saw a lot of relieved faces. The animal handlers seemed distressed.
“Lady,” one called in Norse as he approached me. “I’m glad to see you alive and well.”
I looked around and in the cages, but I didn’t see my lougar. “Thank you, but I’m sure you are merely happy to get rid of the cat,” I said.
Wolfe didn’t speak the language but he could easily see the handler’s look of relief. It had me concerned, and then he put his polite mask back on. “That is one reason, but the cub is morose, and will not stop with the wailing. He is frightening the dogs.”
“Where is he?” I asked.
Wolfe started looking in each cage door. I didn’t think he appreciated the delay in an answer.
The handler fidgeted before he responded. “We had to put him in the back room; the bars of the kennels were not strong enough to hold him.”
I narrowed my eyes. Could he be that strong already? I didn’t want to believe him. “I take it no one is hurt badly?” I asked to be polite.
“Just a few scratches, lady, but his poison hasn’t come in yet so everyone is fine.”
“Good.” I waved my hand dismissively at the necessary pleasantries. I wanted my cub. Now. “Take me to him.”
He led me to the back where there was a medical room. Wolfe caught on that we were moving, and was at my side in a second. “I’m fine,” I muttered. “I don’t need you to be here.”
Wolfe ignored me.
I heard Tiberius long before I saw him. The sound was pitiful and chilling all at the same time. Like someone was screaming and crying all at once. It sounded human. The door was solid steel with a circular, glass window higher in the door than normal. I peered in and saw him curled in a ball on the floor and he made the wailing noise over and over. I studied him before I opened the door. He didn’t look much bigger than the last time I saw him, contrarily, he looked like he’d lost weight.
I was pissed. “Have you been feeding him?” I demanded. I should’ve taken him with me.
“Yes,” the handler’s voice was fearful. As if I, of all people, scared him. “But he stopped eating yesterday.”
I motioned for him to unlock the door. “Be careful,” was all he said to me.
I pushed open the door and instantly Tiberius stopped wailing, he turned with a growl and crouched in a defensive position. I stood there without moving and waited for him to recognize me. He sniffed the air and once my scent hit his nose he pounced.
I caught him awkwardly and pet his matted fur while he licked my face, purring so loud he vibrated. “You big brute,” I said lovingly. “You have to be more careful.” My abdomen protested against the extra weight, but I didn’t think he’d opened the cuts. “Let’s get you back to my rooms so I can give you a bath, you stink.”
Wolfe offered to take Tiberius, but I shook my head. The cub was distressed and I didn’t think he would like being held by someone else. If he scratched Wolfe I would feel bad. I carried Tiberius out of the room. The handler pressed against the wall as I passed him and I ignored the look on his face. I didn’t like how scared the handler was, the cub could smell it, probably another reason he was upset. “I would like you to make an appointment for his surgery tomorrow,” I told him. “The king has approved it and we are headed off-world shortly. If you have any questions you may direct them to King Arik, or the princess. Please send word to my room for the time and instructions as soon as possible.” Their language always sounded so formal to my ears.
The handler nodded and let me pass. It took us a while, but we walked back to my room with the cub in my arms. His tail twitched as he looked around. I would have to start training him soon. I couldn’t have an uncontrolled killing machine roam around the ship while we slept. I happened to like my crewmates. Well, most of them. I liked Celeste when her mercurial moods didn’t make life harder than necessary.
As we walked into the castle and up to my rooms the staff tried to approach me, but I ignored their requests for a meeting with the king, all of his people, and mine. We could talk about the rest of the mission later. I wasn’t about to bring a distressed cub to the meeting. So I called for some meat and whatever scraps the kitchen had.
Wolfe held my door open for me and I set the cub down to fill up the bathtub with warm water. Tiberius followed me everywhere I went, twining around my legs and basically being a nuisance at every opportunity. I hoped he wouldn’t freak out too much when I put him in the tub. I had no idea if he was the kind of cat that didn’t mind the water. When the bath was full I picked him up and slowly placed him in the tub and watched him carefully. He walked back and forth in the water, and splashed around. He tried to bite at the liquid and I laughed. He looked ridiculous.
There was a knock at my door. “Just leave it outside! I’ll get it in a minute.”
Wolfe opened the door and grabbed the platter of food. He put it down in the parlor and the stood in the doorway to the bathroom, leaning against the doorjamb as he watched the cub.
“You’re either really stupid, or really curious,” I said. “The cub could hurt you.”
“I prefer curious,” he said with a grin.
Tiberius kept jumping around in the water and splashing me. He paid no attention to Wolfe whatsoever. “I wanted to help,” Wolfe said. “I don’t think water on your wound is a good idea.”
“I’ve showered,” I said. “It’s not a big deal.”
Wolfe knelt next to me and took the soap from my hands. “No, you’ve taken baths, and every time I’ve seen Alva put something in the water to hold your stitches together, and you’ve never done it alone.”
I sat back and crossed my arms. “Go for it.” I glared at him; I half hoped Tiberius would take a chunk out of him for being such a know-it-all.
I watched as Wolfe first put the soap in his hands and then talked to the cub in a low, soothing voice while he slowly reached out and rubbed the soap into his fur. He was careful to go in the direction the fur grew in and not against it. Tiberius didn’t seem to mind, he even seemed to enjoy it.
Wolfe turned and smiled at me. “It’s an animal thing.”
“Since when do you know anything about animals?” I asked.
His face darkened for a moment, but it passed quickly. “I’ll tell you if you answer the question I still haven’t gotten an answer to.”
The nerves in my stomach clenched. So he was doing all this with an ulterior motive? “I take it you didn’t stay with me for all this time only to help.” I looked away, annoyed and disappointed.
“I did actually,” Wolfe said as he concentrated on the cub. “You haven’t been alone since we arrived on this planet. Since we finally have a moment to ourselves, I figured it would be a good chance to talk without us being interrupted.” He gently rinsed the cub’s fur until it looked soft and shiny.
“Wolfe, I don’t think you really want to know. Can’t you just be satisfied knowing I’m different without knowing why? The knowledge could put you in danger.” I grabbed a huge, fluffy towel and handed it to him.
Wolfe sat back and watched Tiberius. Water dripped from his hands and his shirt was damp. “I don’t think your cub is done playing in the water,” he said with a laugh.
I smiled as Tiberius jumped around. It looked like he was trying to catch imaginary fish. “Just let the water out, he’ll get bored.”
Wolfe took the plug out and sat back on his heels while he waited for it to drain. “I understand your hesitation,” he said. “I want you to know, it doesn’t matter. I’m already in a very dangerous line of work, and my past is not safe either, as you’ve experienced firsthand. I didn’t ask you to stay on board for my safety or my crew’s, I asked you to stay on board for yours.”
I stared at Wolfe. I knew my safety was part of the reason he’d asked me on as a crewmember, but I’d never realized it was the only reason. “Why?” I asked. “You hardly knew me.”
Wolfe shrugged and avoided my gaze. “There’s something about you that reminds me of myself.”
I sighed and shook my head. My original assessment that he had an attraction towards women who could kill him was spot on. “Okay, but don’t tell me I didn’t warn you.”
Wolfe wrapped the towel around Tiberius and lifted him out of the tub. The cub wasn’t bothered by his touch. “Bring him to my room and I’ll tell you while I brush him,” I said.
I stood up and walked to my vanity. I looked through the drawers until I found a brush. I sat cross-legged on my bed and watched Wolfe dry Tiberius off until his fur stood out in all directions. He placed him on the bed with me and then crossed the room to sit in my vanity chair.
I brushed Tiberius as I thought about what exactly I should tell Wolfe. “Do you remember when I told you I lost some of my long-term memory?” I asked. That’s what I’d told him at least.
Wolfe nodded, not sure what I was getting at.
“I was in a medical center for a while before I woke up,” I said and smoothed the cub’s fur down so it lay flat. “When I woke up, my brother was gone.”
“I remember,” he said quietly.
I didn’t look at him as I talked, I didn’t want him to see the lie. “You told me once the government occasionally performed experiments on individuals in a coma with no relations.”
“You were one of those individuals.” Wolfe put together the pieces and sat back in shock.
I nodded. “I think my brother was, too.” I set the brush down and let Tiberius get up and knead at the bed covers. “It would explain why he knows about Enzo.” It was the only way he could know about a top secret military base that performed experiments. I met Wolfe’s eyes across the room. “But it doesn’t explain why you know so much about it.” I was testing my theory and I didn’t want it to blow up in my face.
Wolfe still absorbed the information and was quiet. His expression didn’t change, and he didn’t look appalled at the concept I wasn’t a natural human. “No,” he said softly. “That doesn’t explain my extensive knowledge on the subject, does it?”
I tensed. Was he angry? I couldn’t tell. “Are you one of those soldiers?” I asked. My words were hardly louder than a whisper, but he could hear me if my theory was right, if Andvari was right.
Wolfe rubbed his face and stood. He touched the pots of makeup on my vanity briefly and then crossed the room to sit next to me. He was serious as he looked at me. We were silent for a few minutes as we considered each other. Finally he spoke. “I am one of those soldiers,” he admitted.
Mind blown.
Everything Andvari said was true. Ricky’s comments finally made sense. No, Wolfe wasn’t exactly human because his DNA had been changed. We were more alike than I’d thought and it explained why he wasn’t hurt when the hellhound tossed him into a rock wall. I couldn’t move I was so overwhelmed. All the pieces were falling into place and the picture they made was clear as crystal.
One thing didn’t make sense though. “How can you possibly remember that?” I asked. “You said they wiped the memories of the soldiers who left the military and they had to reverse the DNA back to its original state.” I frowned. It made no sense.
Wolfe shifted and looked away. “They did,” he said. “It didn’t take.”
I was confused. “How?”
Wolfe ran his hand over the sleeping cub. “The advancement of the genetic alteration was something they didn’t take into account. It makes it so I’m resistant to any sort of mental attack, such as brainwashing or the removal of memories. They zap parts of your brain, but with the genetic enhancements those parts of my brain healed in a manner of weeks. The serum they give us to remove the genetic alterations doesn’t actually revert the DNA back to its original state, but simply dampens your abilities. With no memory of what you could do, you wouldn’t try to access those new skills,” he explained. “But as you can imagine, if the enhancements could heal the brain, it would figure out how to remove something like a damper.”
I was mesmerized by his words and what it all meant. I realized my mouth hung open and quickly closed it as he continued.
“It takes a few weeks to rid your system of the effects. Long enough to pass the tests the military gives the genetically altered soldiers before they are discharged.” He frowned. “The military has no idea what they’re playing around with. There has to be hundreds, if not thousands of us out there.”
Holy. Shit.
I lay down and stared at the ceiling as I absorbed all the new information. It explained so much. Hundreds of people like Wolfe were out there, and fully aware of what was done to them. “Why aren’t you crazy?” I asked. Maybe there was a secret to it that Ricky or I didn’t know about.
He chuckled. “That’s your only response?” he asked.
I was exhausted and closed my eyes. “It would be good to know,” I murmured.
“I don’t know,” he replied. “I think it might be training I had at a very young age though it didn’t seem to work for Donnelly. I think it depends on the person.”
“Then I’m screwed.”
The bed shifted and Wolfe moved the blanket so it covered me, nice and warm. “Katerina, you are not crazy.”
Tiberius crawled under the covers next to me and curled up into a ball. My arm wrapped around him and I snuggled into his fur.
“You are one of us,” Wolfe said. “If you’re losing your hold on reality, I can help you. It’s a matter of training, like anything else.”
“Mmhmm.” I didn’t believe him, but it was nice to hear.
“Get some sleep,” he said. “You should be back to normal in a few days.”
My captain was like me, and like Kris. Maybe he’d sensed it when he first met me. Regardless, he knew now and it lifted a huge weight from my shoulders. I slept peacefully that night.




 
I woke up the next day feeling fully rested and relaxed. Tiberius was still asleep next to me. I eased myself out of the bed so as not to wake him. He had his surgery to remove the poison sacs in his paws later that day. I’d decided against removing the ones in his gums. It would be easier for him to accidentally scratch me rather than bite. I also planned to acquire some of the antidote to be safe – Ricky could duplicate it in the lab and everything would be fine.
I bent down to grab clean clothes and winced. Every wound on my body healed in record time, but muscles were still torn and the skin was delicate where it had been sliced open. My body could only do so much to keep up. I was lucky to be alive, let alone moving around already. My pants were difficult to get on with one hand. The acid that had been in my shoulder had it healing slower than my stomach. I stepped in and tried to pull them up with one hand. I felt ridiculous. My dirty shirt came off easily and I caught sight of my back in the mirror.
Three, long marks down one shoulder and four punctures that still looked angry and bloody on the other. I turned so I could see better and the four holes from the lougar were scarred over already on the other side. The grendel claws had hit right at my lower back, the same place the blast wound had been. The scar from that shot was faded and silvery in the light. In a few weeks it would be gone.
I touched the skin on either side of my spine. The claws had struck through my back, but missed the spine completely. Two claws went in on one side, and two on the other. Bryn had told me if they’d gone in half an inch to the right or left it would’ve severed my spine, and I could’ve been paralyzed, or dead. Or at least they thought I would die. In my own opinion, it would take more than a severed spine to kill me. I was like some monster that could only be killed if you beheaded it or ripped out its heart.
I wriggled into the shirt and covered up all the marks, hiding what I was.
Wolfe was pretty normal. I pushed back my dark thoughts. He was not a monster. I would be fine. He would teach me how to gain back my sanity and act like a normal human.
We had one more day on Reidgotaland before we left to scout out the coordinates we’d found. I stepped into my boots, but didn’t bother to tie them. Everything was ready to go and the king had a few supplies he was sending with us. Food and some of his precious books he thought I would need. I had one more meeting with Arik and his people to figure out the finer details of our trip and rendezvous which culminated into one last dinner.
I dreaded the dress I would have to wear for such an occasion. It wasn’t only the dresses, those I was kind of used to by now. It was the endless probing questions and the act I had to put on to appear normal. My crew knew I was anything but normal. They accepted how I was; eccentric and strange. They also accepted the fact they would probably never really understand me. Ricky, as a telepath, was the only exception.
Here, on this planet, these people expected something from me I had never experienced before. They waited for me to lead the way and I have never led anything in my life. The thought of leading, of being a leader, terrified me. I put on a good show, but I knew Wolfe was there in case I got lost. Andvari and Alva had my back.
But somehow Arik had convinced his people I was a scholar. Someone who had knowledge they could trust and follow; someone to respect and look up to. I didn’t want it. I didn’t want the attention. Not when I had so much to hide. I didn’t think I could ever tell anyone the truth. Not where I came from, but when.
I picked up Tiberius and left my rooms. I dropped him off with the surgeon with a promise I would be back as soon as he was ready. Then I made my way back to the castle for the meeting. I found Alva outside the council room, waiting for me.
“Glad to see you were able to dress yourself today,” she said.
“Me too,” I agreed. “Is everybody here?”
She nodded and the guards opened the door for us. The council sat at the table as they had when my crew and I had first come to their planet. Wolfe, Ricky, and Celeste stood in front of the council’s half-moon table and looked back when the doors opened. Andvari stood behind his father. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen him look so serious. It reminded me he wasn’t just my friend, but also a prince; the heir to an entire planet and race.
It was the first time I watched Alva walk around to join him. They stood shoulder to shoulder, as equals. Arik stood and beckoned me forward. I went as far as my crew, but didn’t come any closer. I stood next to Ricky and our shoulders touched briefly. His warm and comforting thoughts brushed against mine. Our mission on this planet was over for now and I stood in my place according to my rank, relieved the rest of the mission’s responsibility would fall to Wolfe.
Arik frowned, but didn’t question my actions. “Lady Katerina, my people and I thank you for your hard work and bravery. We thank your crew and captain for bringing us the hope of a recovered history.” He looked at each of us. “You found the coordinates to our ancestor’s home planet and managed to rid us of Garm and a herd of grendels in the process. You have our gratitude.”
The other council members nodded in agreement as Andvari translated the English.
Arik gestured to all of us. “You are welcome on our planet as brothers and sisters.”
I smiled. It was nice to hear the goodwill and honesty in his words. I fully planned to come back. Alva was like a sister to me and I would miss Andvari’s prickly personality.
“We are sending with you an encrypted communications device, so we may send out a covert team to help you with the final leg of the mission. Once the necklace is found, you will return to Reidgotaland and we will pay you for your services. Then we will celebrate the return of an artifact.”
Wolfe took a step forward. “We would be honored to return the necklace to its rightful owners,” he said, loud and clear.
I was reminded my captain used to be in charge of thousands of soldiers. He was a natural leader. Hadn’t Ricky said the loyalty he inspired in people would somehow come in handy? I was curious if Ricky meant it had something to do with him remembering his experimentation when he wasn’t supposed to.
Wolfe stepped up to their table and accepted the encrypted communications device.
Arik had one last thing to say. “Always know you can come here if you need a safe place to stay.” He watched me as he said it. The king knew there was more about me and the crew, but probably couldn’t pinpoint what. We had our own reasons for hiding from the Federation.
The council stood and filed down the stairs. They shook each of our hands before they left the room. Arik was the last in line. He held my hand for a moment when he got to me. “I wanted to thank you, Katerina. If it weren’t for you I don’t know if my children would still be alive.”
I grinned. “I’m sure they would be fine, they’re both strong and resilient.”
Arik placed his hand on my cheek. “When you have succeeded in your mission, please don’t be a stranger. We enjoy having you here.”
I closed my eyes and leaned into his hand. If I could choose a father, it would be the king. Even with his suspicions, he was one of the nicest men I’d ever met. He loved his children and I could only imagine what it would be like to have a dad like that. Andvari was lucky to grow up with him.
Andvari nodded at us and left. Alva came over and gave me a hug. “You know my father isn’t the only one who likes having you here,” she said. “Are you ready to dress? I have something special planned for tonight.”
I rolled my eyes and looked at Celeste. She gave me a small smile as if she knew how I felt about the prospect of an even fancier dress. “You’re trying to kill me, Alva.”
She took my hand and led me out of the council room. “It’s not as bad as you fear,” she tried to reassure me.
I walked with her through the halls and a wave of sadness washed over me. I would miss this place and these people. I would miss having Alva around. She reminded me of Victoria in a way. “You know we still have hours until dinner,” I told her.
“Yes, I know,” she said. “But I thought I would come with you to get your cub from his surgery. The doctors are experts. He should be able to walk in a few hours.”
We went down the stairs and through the kitchen. The staff smiled at us and I returned it. They’d gotten used to me by now. The cook mentioned in passing that he would have something ready for the cub when we came back. I thanked him and we went through the door and outside. Alva and I took our time walking through the small herb garden and down the hill.
“Could you ever see yourself living here?” Alva asked, lapsing back into her native language. Since our meeting with Queen Bryn she’d been doing it more often. I didn’t mind. I enjoyed the practice.
There was no question about my answer. “I think about it all the time,” I confessed. “It reminds me of my home planet, Earth.” Maybe not Los Angeles, but Earth before it was made into a cookie cutter planet like every other Federation planet. It was all monotonous and conformist. The land around my old city was dead now. There used to be trees and National forests I could camp in. I could only imagine what Europe looked like now. I caught her staring at me. “Maybe one day I can come back here to stay.” It was a dream I would hold onto. Something I could remember when the vast darkness of space started to wear on me.
We got to the kennels and I opened the door. The handler I spoke to last time looked much happier than before. It seemed my cub wasn’t terrorizing anyone this time. “Tiberius is waiting for you,” he told me. The cub’s name sounded funny in their language. He brought me to one of the large cages set up in the room off to the left.
The cub slept peacefully in his cage, but opened his eyes when I knelt down to look at him. A sedative was probably still in his system with the way his eyes were dilated. I opened the cage and scooped him up. Tiberius didn’t protest as I moved him. I inspected his paws closely. The doctor had done a fantastic job. I couldn’t even see the stitches.
The handler gave me a note with instructions on the cubs care and advice to follow as he got older. I appreciated the effort they put in to accommodate him. I thanked them and took the cub back to the castle. Alva and I were quiet as we made our way through the halls and up the stairs. She opened the door for me and I went in and placed the cub on the bed so he could sleep off the medicine and rest. Alva had the tray of food from the cook and placed it on the table. I would miss all the fresh food.
“I have something for you,” Alva said quietly. Her hands were clasped behind her back and she almost looked shy.
I eased myself into an armchair, careful of my stomach. “What is it?” I asked.
She grabbed a box from my vanity and sat on the couch next to me. “I had this made for you.”
I was touched. My fingers traced the wood of the box and the edges of the carvings. I gently lifted the lid and my mouth fell open. “This is too much,” I protested. “I can’t accept this.”
Alva shrugged and smiled. “I’m the princess; there are a few things I can manage with no trouble and this is one of them.”
I shook my head but lifted a collar made of silver out of the velvet lining. It was small, but beautifully crafted. Moonstones lined the collar and the name ‘Tiberius’ was inscribed along the top of the collar. It was absolutely gorgeous.
“It’s for your cub,” she said. “So everyone can see he is yours. Also, I wanted you to keep the jewels you’re going to wear tonight.” She gently traced the name on the collar. “The color of the stones reminds me of your eyes, they match this perfectly.”
Tears pricked at my eyes and I wiped them away before they could fall. “Alva, I can’t take them. I’m an outsider; I can’t leave with something that’s yours.”
She stood and gave me an awkward hug. “I want you to have them, so you won’t forget we are here if you need us. I am hoping you will come back.”
I couldn’t help it; I cried. I wanted to stay more than anything, but I’d made a promise to Kris and I would keep it. “Maybe when I find Kris,” I told her. “I can come back.”
Alva wiped at her own tears. “I will pray to the gods and ask them to help you find your way back.”
I smiled and gave her another hug. The collar was the perfect size for Tiberius and I could see the chain on the bottom would adjust as he grew. I stood and crossed to the bed. Carefully I clasped it around his neck as he slept. It looked beautiful against his light, tawny fur, lighter than his parents had been.
I wanted to give Alva something in return and dug around in my pack. There was something I always kept with me, a reminder of my grandfather and of home. The silk touched my fingertips and I slowly pulled it out until it pooled in my hands. I went over to Alva and sat next to her on the couch. “Here,” I said. “My grandfather’s wife wore this. She was Japanese and this was an heirloom of her family, passed through generations.” The scarf was made from the finest Japanese silk. It was the same silk they made kimonos from, and it had the same pattern of cranes and lotus flowers my own kimono had. “I want you to have this. I know it’s not much, but it means a lot to me.”
The look on Alva’s face was almost comical. “I have never seen anything like this in my whole life,” she said. “It must be worth a fortune.”
I shrugged. I’d never thought about how much anything I had from five hundred years in the past was worth. My trunk was full of items I would never sell, not in a million years. “It is hand woven, so it might have some worth, but it will definitely stand out here.” I smiled when she tied the scarf around her neck immediately.
“I will cherish it, sister.” Alva held my face. “And you are not an outsider. Not anymore. You speak our language better than most that have lived here their entire lives, and you know more about our culture than we do.”
I twisted my fingers. I was beginning to belong. I was part of something with my crew and now I had another family in Alva. When I first woke and realized when I was, I never thought I could find my way, but here I was with more than one home.
“The dinner tonight is in honor of you and your crew’s success,” Alva said. “The dress you will wear is definitely going to attract the attention of any man you could want. The prince and your captain included.”
Alva dressed me in a gorgeous gown. It outdid anything else I’d worn thus far. The iridescent grey material fell to the floor and fluttered in mysterious ways. My hair was up with moonstones intertwined in the curls. This time I wore shoes; I figured it was the least I could do. I slipped my feet into heels that matched the dress perfectly. They gave me a few more inches of height so I was almost six feet tall. Usually I didn’t wear heels for that very reason, but everyone here was tall – well except for Ricky.
The back of the dress was completely bare and the front clung to my torso, accentuating all the right parts. The scars and cuts on my back were obvious, glaring, and ugly but I wore them proudly. I’d survived and I wanted everyone to see it. I was strong.
For the first time Alva dressed up in a gown as well. Hers was blue instead of grey, but it was similar to mine. The color accentuated her golden hair and bright, blue eyes. She looked absolutely gorgeous. As a last touch she placed her crown on her head. I grinned at the visage of a perfect princess.
The great hall was stuffed with people, food, music, and warm light. The electric lights were turned off and everything was lit by candlelight. It reflected off the gold-leaf and the decorations glittered. A fire roared in every fireplace. It warmed the hall to keep the chill out when every door was open to let in the blue and violet moonlight. All three moons hung heavy in the night sky, big and bright.
Everyone was dressed in their finest. I spotted Andvari by his father. It was the first time I’d seen either of them wear their crowns. My breath caught as my eyes feasted on every detail. I’d walked into an alternate universe, something I’d only seen in movies and paintings. Arik saw Alva and I enter and he raised his glass. Hundreds of people followed his example and I blushed.
Wolfe appeared at my side and I looked him up and down. He looked fantastic in his dress clothes. They fit him perfectly. Wolfe smiled and offered me his arm. We walked into the throng of people. The music changed and people began to dance.
“Will you dance with me?” Wolfe asked.
I felt shy and awkward, but I nodded. He led me onto the dance floor and placed his other hand on my waist and brought me close. The captain was an excellent dancer. “Something you learned in military school?” I asked.
His green eyes rested on my face and he grinned. “Actually, yes.” He swept me across the floor and the room spun around us. His face was so close to mine and I could feel his breath when he said, “You look beautiful by the way.”
I didn’t think about the mission, or the fact we had to leave the next day. I didn’t worry about the whispers when people saw my back or any of the secrets I had to keep. It was nice to pretend this could go on forever. I felt the comfort of knowing I belonged.




 
The fifth book in the Wolfegang series Far From Safe will be available Jan 30th 2016! You can pre-order it here.
 
As always, your reviews are what keep me going. Don’t forget to leave one here or on Goodreads!




 
I have a newsletter that you can sign up for here! The readers on my Newsletter have access to information before anyone else, including free short stories as they are released and news on when each installment is available!




 
Jillian Ashe lives and works in San Diego, California. While writing the Wolfegang series she attends University, studying English and Creative Writing. 
She has been writing since age twelve and even wrote a few pieces for The La Jolla Light Newspaper. She is part of almost every fandom out there, and she loves steampunk, reading, Disney, and Firefly.
Jillian is working on finishing the Wolfegang series, and has a dark fairy-tale series in the works called the Rose Chronicles. Kick-ass female protagonists are her favorite thing to write about, regardless of genre. She loves her readers, so feel free to contact her!
www.JillianAshe.com
Connect with Jillian on:
Google+
Twitter
Facebook
Goodreads
Pinterest
 



Table of Contents
Contents
Title Page
Copyright
Dedication
Sub-title Page
Prelude
Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten
Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve
Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Keep Reading
Newsletter
About the Author


cover.jpeg
BiOK FOUR

JILLIAN ASHE





images/00025.jpg
Keer Reaoing





images/00018.jpg
Cunerer Ten





images/00020.jpg
Din You Know





images/00019.jpg
Cunerer FourTEEN





images/00022.jpg





images/00021.jpg
Wuen Eements Covine





images/00024.jpg
CHnpTeR THIRTEEN





images/00023.jpg
Crprer Stven





images/00015.jpg
BOOK FOUR OF THE WOLFEGANG SERIES





images/00014.jpg
PReLuDE





images/00017.jpg
Cunerer Eigur





images/00016.jpg
Cunerer Four





images/00009.jpg
Cunerer Five





images/00008.jpg
Cunerer One





images/00011.jpg
Cunerer Eveven





images/00010.jpg
Cunerer Nine





images/00013.jpg
Asour tHe Rurnor





images/00012.jpg
CHnpreR  FIFTEEN





images/00002.jpg
Crnerer Six





images/00001.jpg
Cunerer Two





images/00004.jpg
CHrPTER SixTEEN





images/00003.jpg
Crnerer Twerve





images/00005.jpg
Jnomn Ase





