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PRELUDE

Chase Wolfe
Chase crossed his arms and watched Kat in the cargo bay. Her—clone sat inside the bars, unmoving, and unblinking. The Kat he’d met as a passenger no longer existed and the realization burned him with hatred for Ryojin, Donnelly, and most of all himself.
He’d been a part of this transformation whether he wanted to admit it or not.
Kat was cross-legged on the cold floor – and he knew she hated the cold – her hands rested softly on her knees with her eyes closed. Every morning since they’d fled from the Panthera spaceport she came down at 0500 to sit with the clone and meditate. Chase wasn’t sure what else to call it.
She would sit like that for an hour, maybe two, and then she would focus on the clone—who never spoke. It was the damnedest thing. But it was also creepy as hell. Chase hated that clone almost as much as he hated Ryojin. It was a reminder of everything that had gone wrong.
It reminded him how much he’d messed up. Kat had tried to warn him, but he hadn’t listened and Chase still had to apologize for that. He simply hadn’t had the chance. After she’d come to see him and asked for forgiveness – Kat had avoided them all the last week.
“Is she still on the same schedule?” Celeste asked in a quiet voice, sneaking up behind him.
Chase’s heart jumped at her sudden appearance. The damn woman never made a sound, but he kept it inside and shrugged as if he’d known she’d approached all along. “Same exact one. Ryojin’s teachings seem to have stuck. He was always excellent at conforming soldiers to his schedules.”
Kat opened her eyes and stared back at the clone. With her physical alterations back to normal, Kat and the clone were identical down to each hair, movement, facial expression, and mannerism. Only their eyes were different. Kat’s stormy grey and the clone’s purple.
When Kat cocked her head, the clone did as well in perfect harmony. A shiver went down Chase’s spine. He’d never seen a successful cloning of a human done and would have said he had no expectations, but this was something else. Ryojin must have programmed the clone with Kat’s personality or something along those lines, because they could be looking in a damn mirror.
“It is rather unsettling,” Celeste commented.
She stayed close to his side, looking down at the pair below from the open corridor on Tier Two. The stairs went down into the cargo bay but neither of them made a move towards Kat or the clone. It didn’t feel right to intrude, but at the same time Chase didn’t like leaving Kat alone with that thing.
“It’s very unsettling,” Chase admitted.
He watched as Kat started whispering in a language he couldn’t understand and doubted he’d ever even heard before. Gods, he needed a moment to talk to her, to get through those walls again. Even after he’d forgiven her, she’d still kept her distance and he didn’t know how to cross it.
Kat had fallen for him, she’d said so and the words had been echoing in his mind for days. Every part of Chase was ready to claim her as his, but there was still a lot to work through, a lot to fix and clear up, and in the meantime, he would let her lead them while keeping her safe.
But damn he wanted to go down there and wrap his arms around her.
“Do you know what language that is?” Chase asked.
Celeste shook her head. “I don’t, but it may be her human language. It sounds familiar. The one she used to use with the monster.”
A low rumble startled them both and Chase looked up to see nothing but a tail and glowing green orbs staring at them from the shadows. The damn thing had grown so big, and so fast. Then there was the problem that no one knew where he was at any given time except Kat. How was Tiberius so camouflaged even surrounded by metal?
Chase looked back down at Kat who seemed not to have heard them, but he knew better. She could hear everything and everyone on the ship if she wanted.
More low words and Chase agreed with Celeste. It was definitely that language—Russian she’d called it; a dead language until recently. Even though she wasn’t the same Kat he’d fallen in love with, Chase had to admit this new Kat was intoxicating, deadly, and absolutely stunning. She was even more beautiful for the new confidence she had in herself, even if she didn’t have that same confidence in anything else around her.
Ryojin had fucked her up good.
The clone blinked when Kat blinked.
“I want to kill it,” Celeste muttered.
At those words Kat and the clone turned to look at them in tandem, and Chase felt a pang of fear low in his gut. Those two could cause so much destruction if they wanted. Was the brig even capable of holding whatever the clone was?
“Or perhaps not,” Celeste whispered. She shook her head, looking spooked.
Chase couldn’t remember the last time Celeste had been afraid of anything. “We’ll let Kat handle the clone. She will make sure we’re safe,” he reassured his first mate.
Because no matter what she’d done with Ryojin, or on Panthera – he knew it was all to keep them safe and that was why it had been so easy to forgive her.





CHAPTER ONE

I stared at my clone—a perfect copy of myself in every way except her eye color. It was strange to move and then see her copy me, a hair’s breadth later. She wasn’t perfect, but to outside, untrained eyes it looked like she knew exactly when I would move and how.
That’s what it looked like to the other crew members. I’d heard all the whispers as they came to watch throughout the last week. I knew why it was so unnerving and could understand why Celeste would want to get rid of her, but there was so much more to it than they thought.
It was easy to see how she watched me, judging when I would move and how by the tiny muscle tics I couldn’t completely hide. She knew where to look and what it meant. The few conversations we’d had were enlightening.
She was called Sascha. Or so Ryojin had named her.
Unbeknownst to him it was a male Russian name for the most part, but somehow it fit my clone. Ryojin knew everything about me and then sent me this…clone—person.
I couldn’t stay away from her.
Day one back on the Wolfegang I’d searched Sascha for any tracking devices and then removed them. It felt like we’d been all over the galaxy leading the Federation on a wild goose chase. It didn’t really matter; Ryojin would find us when he was good and ready. Even without trackers.
Apparently Sascha wasn’t the first clone either. I think that disturbed me more than anything. How many had there been before her? Sascha had no idea, but all I could picture was a mass grave with hundreds of bodies that had my face.
I placed my hand on the metal bar, a few fingers slipping through the brig. It was always a risk, but after her initial killing spree Sascha had been rather amenable. The clone didn’t move but she watched me closely.
The last week had been a nightmare of epic proportions but we’d gotten through and now—they mostly left me alone while I adjusted.
I’d spent the first twenty-four hours back onboard the Wolfegang ripping through everything I owned. There had been one tracker from the rebellion, and then nothing. I’d pulled all Ryojin’s files from his plex, scanning them for any sort of ‘search’ bug hidden, and then tossed both out the airlock with Sascha’s tracker. There was nothing on my clothes or the items in my quarters.
My paranoia was at an all-time high though because I wouldn’t let Wolfe take us to the safe house until after I’d gone through everything. There was no way I would lead danger to my friends again.
If Ryojin knew we’d be on Panthera he would have seen Wolfe’s ship and had one of his new super soldiers plant something. Or maybe not and he just wanted to waste my time. But the general had taught me to be careful and it wasn’t something I planned to ignore.
Ryojin would haunt me forever. Not because of what he’d done, but how effectively he’d made me into what I am.
Every morning I got up at five without fail. I had breakfast and then brought some to Sascha. I sat with her for about an hour or two while she ate and meditated as the general had taught me. There was so much I still had to organize and file away, and now in addition, there was everything I’d learned from his files as I slowly unlocked them.
It took me two days to figure out what language she spoke. Since then she’d slowly given me information, but mostly she liked to observe me. I think she thought I was just as strange to her, as she was to me. Maybe in her mind, I was the clone.
According to Sascha she could only speak one language but she could understand them all. Something had gone wrong when Ryojin programmed her to speak and understand all five thousand languages in the database. It made her an error, a failure. She was like me in that way, a failure to a man we both couldn’t help but love.
That was it, wasn’t it? I couldn’t help but love Ryojin like family despite how much I hated him, and how I knew it had all been a big fat lie. There was something there in my mind that wouldn’t let go of those moments we’d spent on the couch watching his cartoons with coffee, my feet in his lap.
He was the only one who knew what I was fully capable of and embraced it. Ryojin had never tried to hold me back. But he did nothing without purpose. I simply had no idea what this clone’s purpose was. What reason did he have for cloning me?
Thanks to my training in the medical field I had been able to remove her tracker, but I still couldn’t do surgery. The invisible scar on Sascha’s neck had healed faster than any of my injuries, even with Lyn’s healing serum.
I checked my new vambrace. A few more minutes and I’d work on my search. All I had left was Tier One. Getting permission to access all rooms had been interesting after everything I’d done, but thankfully my scanner was enough. I didn’t have to rip apart anyone’s things like I had my own.
Then I would spend two hours exercising with Tiberius. We’d eat, and then search some more. After dinner we’d exercise again. Then I studied in the cargo bay so I could watch Sascha. It was better for everyone if Tiberius and I were exhausted.
It wasn’t the same exact schedule Ryojin had put me on, but it was damn close and I hated that, but it also kept me sane. It kept those thoughts from my head, the ones that sounded like they were from someone else no matter how locked down my mental walls were.
I still didn’t trust myself. There was a small part of me that worried Ryojin had put in a sleeper command and suddenly I’d go berserk. I also worried he’d done the same to Sascha.
“Why did you try to kill me?” I asked softly, knowing Wolfe was on the catwalk above, listening and watching.
Sascha blinked.
It was the one question I hadn’t been able to get her to answer.
“Did Ryojin order you to?”
Sascha nodded.
Had the general brainwashed her as well? Maybe he’d put it into her programming.
“Do you want to kill me?”
I watched myself shake my head, but it wasn’t mine, it was hers. What I wouldn’t give to know what she was thinking. I couldn’t feel any emotions from her at all and no impressions from her mind. She was blank—Ryojin’s perfect creation if not for the issue with the languages.
Well, at least she didn’t want to kill me. “If I let you out would you try again?”
Nothing this time.
I knew she could speak. We’d had whole conversations.
I looked up at Wolfe, and she followed the movement a fraction of a nanosecond later. He was alone this time. Sascha didn’t like talking when there was an audience. The whole ‘not able to speak Standard’ thing seemed to bother her, but it was hard to tell. She didn’t really have emotions and I felt nothing of substance from her.
“Look, I’ll be back in a few hours with lunch. Don’t go anywhere,” I said with a wink.
Humor and sarcasm had always been a shield for me, but now I enjoyed using them. It put a nice wall around me that was difficult to get through. The only one who managed to keep slipping through the cracks was Wolfe, and it was because he was so damned patient and persistent. He never asked me to say anything, but I could feel his patience waning. He’d want answers soon, just to get a feel for the battlefield. The captain wanted to know what he was dealing with, what Ryojin had done to me while I was away. It was far too complex to explain which was why I’d been avoiding it.
He watched me with nothing but understanding, knowing I’d needed a bit of time to accept his forgiveness, and Celeste’s. It had been difficult watching her heal, but after everything she didn’t treat me any different than she had before Panthera. But I would have sworn there was a tiny modicum of respect in her eyes now.
Without looking back at Wolfe I got up and slipped my plex from my back pocket. It was brand new just in case something had been planted in my old one. Ryojin’s and Lyn’s files were on there as well as all my research and notes, communications between me and Kris, and then Dr. Wallace’s research.
So far the good doctor hadn’t been able to find out how to undo my brainwashing, but he hadn’t given up yet. I wasn’t exactly hopeful, but there was a 2.5% chance he’d succeed. It was better than nothing.
Deep down I knew it was something I would have to figure out and break on my own. It was one last test from my mentor. Ryojin was a difficult man to forget about, even if he didn’t brainwash a person.
My scanning program booted up and I began around Sascha. The entire first tier would have to be scanned and then it would be safe to head to Celeste’s planet. Well, relatively safe. The plex stayed green as I made small circles, and then wider as I checked the entire cargo bay.
The boxes of whatever no longer interested me. I didn’t really care.
We hadn’t taken a job and probably wouldn’t for a while which was also my fault. But from what I’d seen on the crew’s plexes they had been able to work the entire time I was gone, but they’d stayed in the general area of Enzo, waiting for me to make my escape.
I could have with Colton. I knew that now, but Ryojin had implanted a strange desire to stay. I would have certainly put Colton and everyone in danger, but we could have both made it out alive. There was a high percentage of success if I hadn’t been so stuck on staying. Except that I’d been brainwashed to follow one man’s orders with the power to destroy everything if I wanted.
Tiberius stalked above me among the rails. He was never far from me and he knew the crew was off limits unless I said so. The cub didn’t outright dislike anyone, but he was also wary of them. The time on Enzo had messed with him as much as it had me. Never once had Tiberius been wary of Ryojin, but he’d hated Donnelly.
The man I’d killed.
I stumbled and caught myself. Instantly Tiberius was at my side, but Sascha just stared.
All that blood still haunted me.
No matter how much I’d hated Donnelly and how much he’d deserved to die, I’d killed him in cold blood. Ryojin had made me, but it had been my hands that had slit his throat. I was still a monster.
Wolfe’s footsteps were nearly silent but they brushed against the metal of the stairs ever so slightly. He had to have seen my moment of weakness. I went on with my scans, ignoring him. The captain had watched me almost every day and for hours.
I let him because it was easier than fighting him on it. I didn’t need a babysitter, but it made the captain feel better. He was alive and well, and I was still frightened my very presence would change that somehow. And I loved him. I was done fighting it, because it was true. Trying to pretend it wasn’t was stupid and counterproductive.
Nothing on Tier One either.
I entered the code into the sub-level and waited for the platform to open.
“Everything okay?” Wolfe asked.
I jumped into the pit of blackness and landed in a crouch at the bottom. It took half a second for my eyes to adjust and then I began the last of my scans. What was I supposed to say to him exactly, that nothing would ever really be okay again?
“It’s fine,” I said finally. I didn’t want to be outright rude.
I made my way to the back where Wolfe and the rest of the crew had been tied up when the pirates had attacked. Half a year ago I couldn’t see in the dark as well. Now every single thing had perfect clarity, even if it was in strange shades of grey and brown.
My scanner went off and I tore the top of the box open. The bastard had somehow managed to get into the sub-hold? How the fuck had he gotten the codes? I paused and remembered the key I’d stolen from him. Jesus, how the hell could I ever keep anything from Ryojin?
There it was, the little shit. I grabbed the tiny device and stuck it in my pocket. Then I finished scanning the sub-hold just to be safe. I couldn’t assume this was the only one, even though I was 96.3% sure it was.
I jumped up on a box and propelled myself to the top instead of using the slow platform lift. It was nothing to pull myself up and out. “You should change the codes on everything,” I told Wolfe. “It won’t really help, but it might slow the general down. He’s been here and in your secret hidey-hole.”
The tracker was so tiny I could crush it between my fingers with half a thought but I didn’t want to destroy it. I wanted to confuse the trail as I had with the other trackers. Wolfe followed me to the airlock and I tossed it in, slamming my hand down on the console to close the doors. Another quick command and the outer doors opened, jettisoning the tracker out into oblivion to drift forever.
“Will you ever tell me what happened?” Wolfe asked, arms crossed and leaning against the opposite wall.
I stared out at the stars and watched the tiny device disappear, trying to figure out what to tell him. “Ryojin trained me. That was it. He wanted to protect humanity, however he could.”
“It seems like you two grew close.”
I refocused my vision on Wolfe, recognizing the small details that were hard to fake, the ones that reassured me he was actually alive and not an imposter. “We did grow close.”
Wolfe raised an eyebrow. “Do you love him?”
I cocked my head and wondered if he meant romantically or not. Was he jealous? “Yes, I do. Ryojin was the older sibling Kris and I had always wanted. I respect and miss him, despite everything.”
It’s why I didn’t trust myself. Because a large part of me missed Ryojin and the life I’d had on Enzo with him. I’d had a place and power with his approval. His pride in me had made me happy, but none of that was real…my mind just couldn’t accept the level of deception.
Logically I knew it was all a lie, but emotions were fickle beasts, and I’d never had very good control over mine.
“I don’t know what else to tell you,” I said with a shrug. “You know better than most what he’s like, what he can be like.” How Ryojin could make someone feel like the most important person in the world. That feeling was addictive. His approval was addictive.
With another shrug I went to check on Sascha who watched us closely.
“What can I do to help?” Wolfe asked.
“I’m going to be back in a few hours,” I reminded my clone in Russian. It wasn’t necessary as she understood everything, but talking to her in front of the captain made me uncomfortable. “I’ll bring food and make sure I’m alone. Maybe then you can answer my questions.”
She inclined her head once in agreement.
I glanced at Tiberius and without a word or a hand signal he was at my side. Wolfe flinched. It would have been unnoticeable to anyone but me. The crew kept losing track of my cub which made them all uneasy.
“I don’t think there’s anything you can do to help other than what you’ve been doing,” I told Wolfe. “It’s just going to take time, but I appreciate the offer.” I gave him a kiss on the cheek before heading up the stairs with Tiberius at my side.
“I’ll be here waiting,” he murmured.
It made my heart ache because I knew he would, and I truly didn’t deserve him.





CHAPTER TWO

I stood on Command Deck with my arms crossed, staring out at Celeste’s home planet, utterly furious. The officials on Sarmatia wouldn’t allow me or the clone on the surface of the planet because cloning was illegal on Sarmatia. They didn’t trust it.
Per Celeste it was something about a lack of a soul, and since they weren’t sure which was the original, neither of us were recognized.
Part of me wondered if Ryojin knew this was going to cause me problems, which is why he sent the clone with me. And me being from the 21st century I would have no idea the implications.
“Celeste, is there nothing you can do?” I asked. Hadn’t she said she used to be in the military before it was dismantled by the Federation? “My brother is on that planet, waiting for me. I’m going to see him whether they like it or not.”
Thanks to the gates it was easy for Kris to meet us anywhere we wanted within reason, but until we were a part of the rebellion – neither the crew, nor I was allowed on the rebel base. I got the impression it was only accessible by gates. It would explain how the Federation had never been able to eradicate them after being successful with so many others.
I glanced at Wolfe. Per his military file he’d put down more than one rebellion with only a handful of soldiers. His career had been mine to read thanks to the general, and it had been enlightening. The files said nothing about his personal feelings. What had he been thinking during those missions?
“There is one person I can ask, and I can vouch for you as being the original. They will want to scan you,” Celeste said with a shrug. “But I cannot promise anything.”
“Fine.” I didn’t care what it took as long as I got to see Kris and ask him the millions of questions that had been floating around in my brain since he’d told me to go with Wolfe.
I turned and went to pack a small bag. Wolfe fell in step behind me. He’d been my shadow all week, probably afraid I would lose it as I had on Panthera. Really, I had more control than that but only just. I could keep it together when I had to, Panthera had been an indulgence.
But there was something under the surface that I couldn’t ignore. What I’d done to win the fight with Kris, the rage and hate boiling under everything. I’d avoided Ricky like the plague and had outright ignored him when I couldn’t get away. All it would take was the right trigger and I’d explode.
What would happen to the ship if we were out in space?
It was why I kept up the rigorous schedule Ryojin had instilled in me when I hadn’t on Panthera. There could be no more mistakes, no more accidental deaths, and no lives ruined because of me. Not more than there already was.
“He’s going to ask you to join his cause,” Wolfe stated.
I nodded and keyed in the code to my quarters. “I expect him to.”
Wolfe leaned against the doorjamb as he watched me pack.
It was something I’d anticipated already, but still had no answer. There were a lot of questions that needed to be answered and Kris would have a biased outlook. What exactly was the rebellion fighting for, and what was their goal? How did Kris explain the innocent lives lost, and what about the stupid gates? Why were the Olkchen somehow involved with them?
I shook my head and tossed my plex on my bed. Tiberius brushed against my legs and then jumped on the bed. He sprawled out, covering my plex and generally getting in the way.
“If you decide to join his cause, then I will also,” Wolfe stated.
Whipping my gaze to his, I studied his expression. I reached out ever so slightly with my mind and listened to his heart beat…he was utterly serious and telling the truth. “Why?” I asked. “You denied him before.”
The bed sank under my weight and I leaned against the cub, scratching his favorite spots. Wolfe inclined his head towards my desk in question and I nodded my permission. It was smart to ask as Tiberius saw this space as his territory. I waited patiently as Wolfe settled in my chair, sitting on it backwards with his arms crossed over the back of it. He rested his chin on his arms and those green eyes pierced through me.
“I’m not losing you again,” he said. “Wherever you go and whatever you do I will be right there with you. Never again will I watch you get taken away from me, or hurt. You may not need my strength anymore Kat, but I will be here regardless, for anything you might need.”
His words hit me hard in the gut and I had to take a deep breath. My eyes burned and I didn’t dare blink. This wasn’t passion, this was dedication and that was more important to me than anything else. Still, I wasn’t naïve enough to ask for a promise.
After keeping my distance for the last week, Wolfe wanted to talk and he wasn’t going to let me wiggle out of it this time. I sighed, resigned. It was something that needed to happen before he thought I hated him when I really just wanted to keep him safe.
“I’ll always need your strength,” I murmured. “But maybe not in the same ways as before.”
Slowly I got up from my bed and crossed the room. He watched me warily. When I stopped in front of him, I twirled my finger and he did as I asked. When he faced the desk I straddled his lap and wrapped my arms around his neck. Without saying a word I simply stared at him, taking in every detail of Wolfe’s face. One hand cupped his cheek and with a sigh I rested my forehead against his.
His big arms wrapped around my waist and held me tight. Wolfe breathed me in and we held each other for a few moments in silence. It was exactly what I’d needed. It helped ground me and settle some of my thoughts.
After everything on Panthera I’d been lost. What I’d done to push them away had been difficult to deal with, but the last week of silence had helped. Wolfe and Celeste forgiving me and understanding what I’d done and the reason why…it had taken me a bit to accept it. I no longer felt guilty about what I’d done, but the shame of believing Ryojin – that would take me some time to get over.
Then Celeste sent a comm saying I was allowed on the surface of the planet thanks to her connection. I went to get up and Wolfe tugged me back down. He kissed me as he lifted us both up.
Despite how strong I knew he was – how strong I was, his brute strength still astounded me.
The kiss set me on fire and I held on as he stood. Wolfe let me slip through his fingers to the ground and I pulled back to see his cocky grin and sparkling green eyes. Was he stronger than me? It was hard to tell, but I was pretty sure he was. Maybe we could have a little sparring match to find out.
I grinned back. “Thank you.”
He arched a brow. “For what?”
“For not giving up.” I kissed his cheek and then snapped my fingers at the cub.
Tiberius jumped down from the bed with my pack in his mouth. I took it from him and he followed me out of my room and down the hall towards the stairs. It was extremely reassuring to know that no matter how messed up I was, and how skittish I’d been, Wolfe was ready to just – stick around.
It was no skin off his back and I wondered what made him so confident.
His footsteps followed behind me as I took the stairs down to the cargo bay three at a time. I stopped by Sascha who was still as a statue even if she watched every move we made. Wolfe headed towards the transport.
Celeste came down the stairs next and I counted my lucky stars Ricky was going to be staying with the ship as it orbited Sarmatia.
“I’m going to see Kris,” I told Sascha, sticking to Russian. “We have a few things to discuss. But I’ll be back in a few hours.”
She nodded, glancing at Celeste and then Wolfe. Sascha still refused to speak in front of them. I wondered if she was embarrassed that she couldn’t speak Standard. How frustrating not to be able to speak a language you understood completely. Then the only language you could speak was a dead language only my brother and I knew? It was a twisted fate for sure. And lonely. It’s why I always made time to talk to her. I didn’t particularly like my clone, but her existence wasn’t her fault.
“Kat are you ready to go?” Wolfe asked.
I jogged over to the transport with Tiberius at my side. Celeste frowned at the lougar. “If he stays here he’ll chew up all your favorite boots,” I told her.
Celeste sighed and made room for him.
We slipped by and then Wolfe sat in the pilot’s chair and Celeste the co-pilot. I didn’t bother offering to fly. Even if I could fly the transport and pretty much anything else I could get my hands on. The Sarmatians barely saw me as a person, it was best not to test my luck. I sat in one of the chairs behind them and strapped in. Tiberius settled on the floor between my legs as usual and braced for the descent to the surface.
The airlock doors opened and the feeling of weightlessness hit before my head was thrown back by the force of takeoff. Wolfe took us in a direct course down to the planet at top speeds. I gritted my teeth as he practically nose-dived so fast that my stomach turned. It was infinitely different when I wasn’t the one driving.
“Is this necessary?” Celeste asked as she tapped in a few commands. She signaled the planet and was allowed access right before Wolfe tore through the invisible barrier.
For a Federation owned planet, Sarmatia had an excellent system in place to undermine them at every opportunity.
“I wouldn’t say necessary,” Wolfe said with a grin. “But perhaps, fun? When was the last time we had fun?”
Celeste rolled her eyes and glanced back at me. I grinned at her and the corner of her mouth twitched. “Just so you know, human, we will be meeting with my sister after your scan. You will have an hour with your brother.”
I nodded. “He’s an ally of Sarmatia’s?” I asked. If they had gates, it would make sense.
Celeste shrugged and looked back towards the planet that was coming closer and closer. “My sister’s choices are her own. I don’t know much about them.”
Instantly I froze. “Who exactly is your sister?” I demanded.
“Queen Andromache of the planet Sarmatia,” Celeste replied.
I couldn’t help myself, I burst out laughing. “So all those times I called you a princess, you actually were one? Are you kidding me?”
“I do not kid,” Celeste snapped.
I couldn’t stop laughing, wiping the tears from my eyes. “Man, that’s hilarious.”
“There is nothing amusing about my status,” Celeste grumbled.
Wolfe blasted through the atmosphere and the entire transport rattled so hard I thought we might shake apart. Tiberius growled and I grabbed a handful of fur to reassure him.
“All right, Princess, whatever you say.”
“Do not call me that.”
“But that’s what you are.”
“Katerina, if you call me that one more time I will have to remove your tongue.”
I grinned but kept my mouth shut. She would definitely follow through, but knowing my body it would just grow back to annoy her more.
The intensity of our descent was contrasted with the feather light touch to the ground. Wolfe was probably still one of the best pilots the Federation had ever trained other than Ryojin.
The transport door opened as I unbuckled and then the stairs hit the ground. I could smell fresh air and plants. I couldn’t wait to be back on an actual planet again. The little jaunt to Earth had been too short.
Celeste went down first and greeted the guards waiting for us. She explained everything to them in Sarmatian and I waited patiently until she gestured to me. I was an old hand at being scanned, poked, and prodded. As long as they kept it simple and didn’t try and touch Tiberius we wouldn’t have any problems.
I followed them to a small building where they had me step into something that reminded me of the scanners at the airport back in my own time and generation. A few minutes later I was deemed a real person with Celeste’s genetic imprint vouching for my soul.
It was a strange thought, but I appreciated that she even thought of me as more than an animal considering her disgust and hatred for humans in general.
“Your brother is waiting for you outside the palace,” Celeste told me.
I nodded, stepping out of the small guardhouse.
The sky was blue and the grass was…purple. Wait, the grass was purple? Was this even grass? Then I looked up again and noticed there were no moons, only a planet that took up half the sky. It reminded me of Jupiter, only smaller. The bushes and foliage were blue and suddenly my eyes hurt with the vision.
It was gorgeous, but not anything like I’d expected.
The palace in the background was black, a stark contrast against everything else and I shook my head.
“It’s a little bright isn’t it?” Kris asked.
I grinned and threw my arms around him in a giant hug. “It’s like Lisa Frank’s very own planet.”
Kris guffawed and scratched Tiberius under the chin. The cub didn’t seem to mind. Something about Kris’s scent had to be close enough to my own to mark him as family and not a potential threat.
I glanced back at Celeste and Wolfe and the captain gave me a nod. His promise would be difficult to forget. Celeste on the other hand shook her head at us and pointed to where we were allowed to walk.
“The gardens are fine, but be back in time for our meeting,” she said sternly. “And by the gods use your manners. Both of you.”
“Whatever is she trying to imply?” Kris asked with a fake, posh accent.
I snorted and pulled him along when I heard Celeste muttering about the two of us being a curse or something along those lines.
“So what are you doing here?” I asked. There were so many sensitive subjects I wanted to talk to him about, and my mind ran through the possible languages. I switched to Russian and prayed my brother remembered it as well as I did. “Are you in allegiance with the Sarmatians? Are they a part of your rebellion?”
The research I’d done implied they weren’t, but I wanted to hear it from my brother.
“No we aren’t, though I’ve been trying to no avail over the years. But with Celeste on your side the possibility looks strong,” Kris said, slipping into Russian as easily as I had.
I glanced at him in surprise. Did he have the same skill I did?
Kris gave me a brief smile. “I don’t speak languages well, at least not the new ones. But languages I’ve heard before are easy for me. And ones I knew growing up I can speak as easily as English.” He switched to Spanish. “All those years learning gone to waste,” he said with a laugh.
It took me a few moments to find the file in my mind on Spanish. “I’ve never had a reason to use this one,” I said, though there had been that brief conversation in the cell with Marco when I’d first woken up. “But no alien languages?” I asked in Andvari’s Norse language.
Kris shook his head. “I’ve no idea what you said, but I’m going to assume that was something you picked up after you woke up.”
I nodded and trailed my fingers over the top of the blue bushes. They were beautiful. The roses were a dark purple color. There were a thousand other plants in strange shades; infinite species in greens and oranges, reds and pinks.
“So what are you doing here?” I repeated in Russian. It was more familiar and comfortable to me than Spanish.
“I promised you I’d explain and answer all your questions. It’s not hard for me to get around.” Kris nodded to a set of guards as we passed and then clasped his hands behind his back.
It was not a mannerism I was used to seeing on him. My twin had always been easygoing and relaxed before our experiment; a true California surfer-boy. He’d played the guitar and smoked weed and chatted up girls like the player he was.
This Kris was more serious and darker somehow. He was still my twin in every way and as I studied him, I felt we mirrored each other even more so after everything.
“So why is there a gate on Sarmatia and do they know about it?”
Kris glanced back at the guards and slowly turned us back towards where Wolfe and Celeste chatted. “There is no gate on Sarmatia. There are points in space where I can activate a gate with my ship. I simply have to put in the coordinates and the device on my ship folds space in front of me and I…fly right through.”
“And what about a permanent gate?”
“I can build them on the planet, or a larger one for ships with the right anchor points. Such as three moons in close proximity, or the planet and two moons. It makes the math more difficult, but it can be done. A large, permanent gate in space isn’t safe and there are very few of them.”
I stopped walking and crossed my arms. “How did you even discover the gates and why are the Olkchen the only ones who know about them?”
Kris sighed and ran his fingers through his dark brown hair. His grey eyes stormed and I couldn’t tell if it was because of his memories or because of me. “It’s rather complicated, but I found one accidentally and figured out how they worked. The Olkchen don’t know I use them, or rather, they didn’t until recently.”
There was so much more I wanted to ask him, like why Ryojin wanted him so bad. Supposedly I was the perfect specimen, but there must be something even more special about Kris if Ryojin had to have him.
“So tell me what you came here to say,” I huffed. Tiberius pushed against my legs and I started walking again.
“I wanted to ask you to join the Jaguarundi,” Kris said with a shrug. “It’s been three years and I never wanted our paths to separate the way they did. If I had done everything right you would have been with me from the very beginning.”
Stretching my arms above me I glanced at the planet in the sky again. Something about it soothed me, like a warm blanket. “Before I join this rebellion for a cause I know nothing about I have a few questions.”
Kris smiled wryly. “I figured you would after so long with the Federation.”
I shot him a look. “It’s not just that Kris; the reports say there were civilian casualties.”
My twin winced. “They weren’t supposed to be there, but as you know a war is unpredictable.”
“And why exactly are you starting a war with the Federation?”
In my opinion it was best to keep your head down and go your own way, work within the confines of the law, or find loopholes as Wolfe did. What Kris was doing was completely crazy. What motivated him?
“I started the Jaguarundi because when I first woke up, they registered me and gave me an ident chip, but after the first scan I was sent to one of the Federation’s Heishi outposts. They said it was for my own good as my own experiment was hazy at best.”
Kris’s eyes grew darker with the storm that raged inside and my breath caught. Had Ryojin already gotten a hold of him?
“It wasn’t Enzo and I never met with General Ryojin directly, but he’d heard of me. After a few weeks of testing they declared me useless. I was sent for extermination with the other damaged soldiers. They murder soldiers, Kat. If they aren’t perfect they just euthanize them after everything they’ve done to them.”
My feet froze and I stared at my brother in disbelief. “Ryojin told me they strip the soldiers of the enhancements and their memories of the experiment and then send them on their way like they did with Wolfe.”
Kris shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest. He looked back at the captain and then back at me. “Those are the ones that aren’t labeled ‘dangerous.’ There are millions more that are considered too damaged and volatile to be stripped. And millions more are kept in prisons for experimentation. We received word after the general had you that they were exterminating all soldiers who couldn’t handle the serums, preferring to start fresh.”
Horror crept up from my toes, snaking into my belly and settling in my heart. It never occurred to me that when Ryojin said he would start with the new serum that he would simply give up on all the soldiers who had issues with the old serum, but somehow it really didn’t surprise me.
Ryojin was efficient and they’d spent a lot of time and money trying to ‘cure’ the issues from the serum. To cut his losses and move on would be quicker and better for the Federation with newly enhanced soldiers in the field far faster.
“Is that the only reason?” I asked. It was a good reason, but how would he get so many different types to band together like the Family?
Kris sighed. “The Federation isn’t like Star Trek, Kat.”
“I’m not that naïve or stupid,” I snapped.
“Well, they make deals with other species and then go back on them like they did with the Guerre.”
My mouth dropped open in shock. “How do you even know about that? What exactly are you talking about? Because I was there. They attacked the Federation first and breached the treaty.”
Kris gave me a look like I was being purposefully dense. “How convenient for the Federation. Now they own that planet like all the others and can take what they want in that space rich with metals and fertile planets.”
I stalked off towards Wolfe, and then changed my mind and whipped around. Everything he said made me feel stupid and angry. “You sound like a conspiracy theorist, Kris. Why wasn’t their chief onboard to sign the treaty like he was supposed to be? Why did they have to return to their planet for that? Why were they even going after a peaceful human settlement?”
Kris glared at me like he had when we were children and I argued with him about how Batman was better than Superman. “I can show you the reports, but the Guerre were provoked simply for being what they were. They posed a possible threat to humanity if they one day decided to attack, as they are stronger than us. And now we outnumber them and the Federation outguns them. They hold their homeworld in their grasp and it wouldn’t be so hard to just relocate the Guerre completely to some sort of reservation. Doesn’t this all sound familiar Katerina? Don’t tell me you simply haven’t noticed.”
I tapped my foot and stared my twin down. What he said made sense, but was I really that blind? Was it worth a war? “What’s the end game?” I asked.
Kris looked at the captain again and I wondered if he resented Wolfe’s higher status as an undamaged experiment. “Humanity needs to stop taking what isn’t theirs and create real treaties with these other species that they will uphold. I don’t want to overthrow the government, Kat. I simply want them to be accountable for their actions and to start fresh with people in charge who will do right by their soldiers and the people in the universe that aren’t human. We’ve always been obsessed with having the best weapons and tech and it’s gone too far.”
“What about when there is a species looking to wipe all of humanity out?”
Kris caught Celeste’s signal and gave her a nod. “Then I would hope based on our actions and our treaties that other species would step in and help defend us.”
I was quiet as I followed him back to the main entrance of the stark, black palace. It was a lot to consider. Ryojin had lied. And he had to be insane to think that euthanizing soldiers and murdering Guerre in the night to get what you wanted and stay ‘safe’ was the right answer.
“I’ll have to think about it, Kris,” I told him. “But I do want you to come up to the ship and see the clone. I think she needs Dr. Wallace.”
We followed Celeste and Wolfe up the black stairs and into the shadowy palace, both of us quiet, Tiberius stayed close by.
“I’ll contact him,” Kris promised. “And see the clone.”
“And I’m sorry about Colton.”
Kris hesitated and glanced at me with hurt in his eyes. “I knew the consequences of having him there while you were on Enzo. His death is my fault, not yours.”
“I could have gone with him.”
“Hush you two, we are about to meet the queen,” Celeste snapped.
“You couldn’t have,” Kris whispered. “Dr. Wallace showed me your files. There was no way you could have left before you were ready to break free from some of the brainwashing.”
Without looking I reached out and found his hand. I gave it a squeeze.
Kris was wrong; it had been my fault, because I should have been stronger, strong enough to overcome Ryojin’s programming. But I would let it go, because I couldn’t change the past. I could only try to do better in the future.





CHAPTER THREE

Kris’s words weighed heavy on my mind, but the second the doors opened to the throne room I was in awe.
It was rather sparse of decoration, but the throne at the end was magnificent. Everything about the space felt wild and dangerous. Weapons lined the walls and the guards were all female. There hadn’t been one male Sarmatian as far as I’d seen.
Queen Andromache stared at us all like we were bugs. The hate for humans was probably a shared feeling on this planet. When we finally approached, Celeste knelt in front of her sister and placed a fist over her heart.
I bowed low per her rank, but kept it at that. I owed this woman no fealty.
Kris and Wolfe followed my example but stayed a little behind me and Celeste. The way the queen eyed my brother made me uncomfortable. I stepped in front of him and crossed my arms to glare at her.
Everywhere we went women were ready to tear his clothes off. It was absolutely ridiculous.
“Sister,” Queen Andromache said in a husky voice that promised love and war. “I’m glad you managed to find the human you were after.” She glanced at Tiberius and then dismissed him as if large cats were an everyday occurrence.
I slid my gaze to Celeste but she ignored me and stood. So she’d been concerned about me.
“Yes, my queen. I appreciate you letting me use my land as a safehouse.”
The queen pointed her metal spear that glinted with its sharpness at me. “This is the one with the soul?”
“Yes, Andromache. It has been confirmed.”
Kris and Wolfe stared blankly ahead, not understanding a word of Sarmatian, but when that spear was pointed at my heart both men moved to flank me.
“You are all welcome here as usual sister, but this one concerns me. Clones are unnatural and despite the presence of a soul there is another with her face. I would appreciate it if she was not in the palace.”
I saluted the queen, absolutely done with the bullshit. The only reason I was on the surface of the planet at all was to speak with my brother. “That is quite all right, Queen Andromache. I will go right back to my ship then,” I told her in Sarmatian. “I apologize that my presence is troubling.”
I bowed again, then turned on my heel and walked out of the throne room with Tiberius at my side. Andromache demanded to know why she hadn’t been told I could speak their language. It wasn’t Celeste’s fault. She hadn’t even known.
“Kitty Kat!” Kris called behind me. “Wait up; I have a favor to ask you.”
I didn’t slow my pace. The transport was still on the landing pad off in the distance so at least they hadn’t taken that away. “What is it Kris? I have things to do.”
“I know you’re not sure about the rebellion, but could you do something for me?”
It wasn’t difficult for him to keep up with me, and I wondered again what they’d done to him and how we compared on a microbial level. What I wouldn’t give to see his medical scans.
“I know you have Ryojin’s files. Could you dig in there and see if you can find what he plans to do? It’ll save a lot of lives if you can.”
The female guards looked Kris up and down but they let the three of us on the transport. I sat in the pilot’s chair and powered it up as Tiberius curled around my feet.
Kris sat in the co-pilot’s chair. When I glanced at him he gave me his signature goofy grin. “I’ll bring the ship back and pick up the other two.”
I nodded and directed the transport straight up.
“Christ Almighty Katerina!” Kris yelled, reaching for his seatbelt. “Who taught you how to drive?”
I adjusted the shield on the transport to make the transition through the atmosphere smoother and then leveled out once we hit space. “Ryojin did,” I muttered.
Kris’s knuckles were white as he held on. “Do you have to fly like that?” he complained.
“I don’t like taking forever to get where I need to go,” I snapped, still in a bad mood about the issue with the clone. I was my own person with a soul dammit.
“So would you be able to do me that favor?” Kris asked.
My shoulders heaved with my sigh and I shook my head. “I’ll do what I can, but honestly what I have are mostly files on me. It’s not very helpful otherwise. There are decryption programs running constantly so if something comes up that could help I will let you know.”
Kris’s face was grim and I concentrated on sending the codes for the Wolfegang’s cargo bay doors. Once I docked the airlock sealed and then the inner one opened up. A few seconds later and the transport was ready for Kris to take back to Sarmatia.
“Do you want my advice?” I asked, grabbing my pack and standing.
Kris looked up at me and we shared the moment in silence as I contemplated what exactly to tell him. “Based on the information I’ve gathered – the same info he took from me on Panthera, he will attack any and every outpost he knows about and eradicate the threat. If your people aren’t already hidden they’re dead. You need to call everyone back to home base and make a new plan, start from scratch. Everything you were doing before annoyed the Federation, but you weren’t changing anything Kris, you were just putting people’s lives in danger. You have to think bigger.”
“That’s solid advice, baby sis. It would be a lot of help if you were part of my team. I could really use you.”
I gave him a nod. “I’ll let you know.”
Tiberius followed after me and I took the stairs down into the hold. Then I closed the transport door and activated the inner airlock. Maybe now I would finally get some answers from Sascha if I could avoid Ricky. Luckily he seemed to be avoiding me just as much as I was him.
I wasn’t sure I’d ever forgive him for trying to take my brother away from me.
Hoisting my backpack up onto my shoulder, I watched Kris go. My pack had everything I could possibly need, always. It was a strange habit I’d picked up, probably because of all my location changes, but I liked to keep what I didn’t think I could leave behind with me. And oddly it wasn’t my trunk, though a few items from there had made their way into my pack.
Weaving through the boxes in the cargo bay I made my way over to Sascha and then sat cross-legged in front of her. Tiberius disappeared among the boxes but I could still sense his presence. I took out my plex, a few snacks, and then Lyn’s vials in a neat little row. Sascha studied them but her facial expression didn’t change and she didn’t move a muscle as she watched me.
Only a few of the vials Lyn had given me were identified and I’d scribbled labels in code on the glass bottles. She’d given me five vials of the healing serum and one more dose of her serum. The makeup of the serum in the vial was enough that I was almost tempted to take it. The possibilities were endless, but I assumed it was to help me gain better control not amp me up more.
Lyn had always been a master when it came to tweaking my body to her will.
Then I powered up my plex and looked up at Sascha. “Are you hungry?” I asked her in Russian. Even if Ricky watched us he wouldn’t be able to understand.
The clone didn’t respond but I slipped a protein bar, one of the better chocolate flavored ones, into the cell. My fingers were in her space and I took my sweet time, knowing that at any moment she could grab for me and break my fingers. It was a show of trust and a test. Would she try to escape and kill me?
I chewed on my own protein bar and Tiberius came back from sniffing the hold. He settled behind me, pressing up against my back. I leaned into him and started working on the files that had been unlocked. There were so many to read and absorb. I tried to keep up with them as soon as they were decrypted then I’d hunt through them, looking for something specific.
Today I was determined to find something that would help me figure out if Ryojin had an antidote for the cub’s poison.
On Panthera Tiberius had sunk his teeth into Ryojin’s calf and no doubt filled him full of poison. Unless the general had somehow captured a sample of the poison to create an antidote he was dead. If he was dead I was free of him, but nothing on my scan of the news had said much. If Ryojin had died it would be an easy solution, but the man was a cockroach. And nothing was ever easy for me.
Three vials were unidentified and I was about ready to drink one to see what it did, but then I found Lyn’s files cross-referenced with Ryojin’s. One was definitely the antidote which was annoying as hell. I scribbled a new label on the bottle and moved on to the next one.
Per the notes, this vial was a crystal concoction that allowed for a temporary spike in strength and powers. They were made from ground crystals and a few other things to bind them to an enhanced genetic soldier. There were two of them and I wondered if Lyn gave them to me as a warning.
I scribbled on those as well and had a sinking feeling I would probably need them in the future. I would have to be careful and use them sparingly.
“So, do you still want to kill me?” I asked, watching without looking as Sascha reached for the chocolate protein bar.
“No,” she said. “I am also programmed to follow his orders as you are.”
“Brainwashed?” I asked, looking up to study her face.
Sascha chewed delicately and shrugged one shoulder. It was so weird to watch her, like a distorted mirror and it always gave me a bit of vertigo. This is what I looked like to other people. I studied her from head to toe and then went back to my plex. At least I wasn’t ugly.
“Programmed like you were with languages?” I clarified.
“Yes. I may be made from flesh and bone, but my mind was created from your personality. The general added a few things here and there to improve on the original model.”
I chewed and thought. “Why clone me?”
Sascha blinked but didn’t respond.
“Is he trying to create an army of super soldiers?” It was the only thing that made sense. Vetting and experimenting on Federation soldiers would take too long depending on the gestation period of a clone. “How long did it take to make you?” I asked.
“Three months to grow, and another two weeks to program me,” Sascha responded, taking another small bite out of the protein bar.
It would take nothing, with the right resources, to create an army of me and Kris, since he did get Kris’s blood sample. What he could do with that army…I shuddered to think about it.
Do you have some mental powers? I asked, pushing the thought towards her.
The clone froze and her eyes widened. That is what the general hopes for, but the results are sporadic.
Did he train you? I asked.
Only with his programming.
Were you close?
Sascha cocked her head at me and I wondered if she’d caught the tinge of jealousy in my thoughts. I hated the way I felt about the general. He was scum and I despised him, but I also missed and loved him.
Not like you, she responded. I was considered a failure after he programmed me, and he decided I was only useful for the one mission. If I could succeed in killing you he would be happy, if not it was not a huge loss for him.
Her thoughts were strange. I heard the words once, and then they were echoed by thousands of languages and it made me worry Ricky could listen in.
“Why did he want to kill me?” I asked aloud in Russian, flicking through more of the files on my plex. I wasn’t sure I would find anything to help Kris, but there could be something buried in there.
“If he cannot control you, then you are a threat. We are better than him,” Sascha told me. “And distance allows us to be free of his control, if only temporarily. Why do you hate the orange one?”
The question made me flinch. I stared at the plex without really seeing anything. “He tried to keep me from opening a portal.” It was a risk to tell her, but for some reason I didn’t think it was going to be an issue. Sascha didn’t want to go back to Ryojin. He would only destroy her. “At the time it was the only safe way for me to reach my twin, Kris.”
“Our brother?” she asked.
I looked up at that. Sascha wiped her fingers on her pants and chewed slowly. Did she even need food, or did she eat because I asked her to? “Our brother?”
“Yes, Kristopher Anderson is your twin, and I am made from you. So we are family.”
I cocked my head as my brain processed everything and I could barely take it all in. “I suppose we are.” It was the strangest thought, but she wasn’t wrong.
Sascha coughed then and I frowned. She wiped her hand on her grey pants and blood smeared on the fabric. What the shit?
“What’s wrong with you?” I demanded. If she were made from me then she should be absolutely perfect, not coughing, let alone coughing up blood.
“I told you, I am a defect. The clones are not sustainable. I am not the first, and I presume there will be many more after me before the problems are fixed.”
For some reason I felt sick and it settled in my gut. I had to keep reminding myself she wasn’t me. I was not her. What was happening to her wasn’t going to happen to me, but I still wanted to help her if I could. It made me feel strangely mortal in a way I hadn’t felt in a long time.
“Dr. Wallace is supposed to be here soon,” I muttered. “But I can scan you myself.” I selected the right program on my plex and stuck my hand through the bars to scan her properly.
It looked like cancer at first glance, but when I studied the readings I found out it was a lot more complicated than that. Cancer was a disease. This was something else. Every single cell in Sascha’s body died much faster than normal, and only her ability to regenerate kept her alive. But the degeneration was a fraction faster, and unless something was done she would die. I set down the plex and gritted my teeth. I didn’t want Sascha to die. Even if she had tried to kill me, I still felt like she was a part of me.
“Do you know what’s wrong with you?” I demanded.
Sascha nodded, but she didn’t seem bothered by it.
I studied the readings again and did the math. “Based on this you only have a few weeks left at most, without intervention.”
Another nod.
Fuck. This is why Ryojin sent her to me; to screw with my mind. He knew she was dying and wanted to torture me a little bit more. He’d always said my emotions were a weakness and he was right. I should have kept my distance and let her die on her own.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, feeling a wave of grief and oddly betrayal.
It wasn’t as bad as when I’d found out Kris had cancer, or when I’d found that I had an accelerated version of the same cancer, but it still hurt. Sascha would never exist if it weren’t for me, and now she was sentenced to a short and brutal life.
“It wasn’t relevant,” Sascha said. Her emotions were locked down tight and I envied her before I wondered if she was even capable of having complicated emotions after Ryojin’s programming.
“I’ll have Dr. Wallace take a look at you, he’s the second best geneticist and he’s helping me with Ryojin’s programming. Maybe he can help you too.”
Sascha looked behind me and I heard the exterior cargo bay doors open and then close. How she knew they were coming was beyond me, but maybe it was part of her powers and she could sense their minds, or maybe the ship.
Tiberius perked up when the alarm went off and then the inner airlock doors were sealed.
I didn’t turn to watch. Instead I sighed, knowing my time to myself was over.
Footsteps rang through the cargo bay and I recognized Wolfe, Celeste, and then Kris. The three of them approached and I still didn’t turn around. Then Sascha looked at me again and smiled.
“Is she safe?” Kris asked. I could hear his clothes rustling and knew he’d crossed his arms, and probably frowned too.
“She doesn’t want to murder us if that’s what you mean.”
“How can you tell?” he asked.
“I asked her.” Then I switched back to Russian. “She can only speak one language, and she wanted to say hi to her brother.” I turned around with a smirk.
Kris balked but looked to Sascha and waved awkwardly. “Hi.”
“It’s nice to finally meet you,” Sascha said with that soft smile of hers, but she made no move towards the bars.
“She can only speak Russian,” I explained to Wolfe and Celeste in Standard. “Ryojin programmed her and messed up. She can understand over five thousand languages but she can only speak one, and I think he programmed her with that one because of me and Tiberius.” I paused. “She’s also dying.”
No one said anything but Sascha looked to each of them.
“Dr. Wallace is supposed to be on his way,” Kris said quietly. “But I don’t know if he can help or not.”
“I can ask Dashka,” Wolfe said. “I would prefer not to involve her with…all of this, but I can ask her opinion.”
It was nice of him to offer, considering how protective he was over her. Was there nothing this man wouldn’t do for me?
Celeste put a hand on Kris’s shoulder. “I will show you to your quarters while you stay with us, and then show you around the ship.”
Kris agreed and then gave me a hug. “We’ll figure it out,” he promised.
I gave him a strained smile and watched as Celeste led him up the stairs to Tier Two. Then I turned back to Sascha and she looked between Wolfe and me, and then winked of all things.
“I’ll come back in a few hours,” I promised her.
“Actually,” Wolfe said, shifting his weight awkwardly. “I asked Celeste to bring her dinner and spend some time with her so we could have a—date. That’s what it’s called right?”
I stared at Wolfe in disbelief. “A date?” I stuttered.
Never in a million years would I have guessed he’d do something so – romantic. It was even more so considering he had to research it in the first place. And the clone had known. I glared at her but she just gave me an innocent look.
“That’s what it’s called when you spend time together romantically, right?” He ran his hand over his scalp nervously.
My lips twitched but I hid my smile. I didn’t want him to think I was laughing at him. “Yes, we used to call it dating.” After a week of quiet he was ready to take the next step. He must have been waiting for me to finish the search and say something about what had happened on Enzo. “What did you have in mind?”
I was so taken with his patience. For someone as strange as I was, it really was a requirement. Wolfe had always been that way with me, and as I watched how flustered he was I realized I was ready to take the next step, putting Enzo and Panthera in the past as much as possible.
Wolfe glanced at Sascha who was grinning and then back at me. “I was hoping to surprise you. Could you meet me on the observation deck in an hour?”
I’d promised myself to take chances when I’d been stuck on Enzo and had regretted never making a move when I thought Wolfe was dead. Putting things off needed to stop.
Sascha nodded in the corner of my vision and I refused to look at her in case it made me blush or something equally stupid. “Should I wear something nice?” I asked.
Wolfe’s cheeks darkened and I realized he was blushing. “If that would make you comfortable.”
I glanced down at Tiberius who swished his tail and then rubbed against Wolfe’s legs before walking up the stairs to his next hiding spot. A date it was then. “Yes, I will meet you on the observation deck in an hour,” I told him.
Wolfe grinned and pecked me on the cheek before running up the stairs. “An hour, and not a minute sooner!” he called down.
“Good luck,” Sascha whispered in my grandmother’s language. “He’s very handsome and adoring.”
I glanced back up the stairs and nodded in agreement. “I just hope I don’t mess it up.”





CHAPTER FOUR

I adjusted my shirt and tucked a curl behind my ear. When was the last time I’d been on a freaking date? And what exactly did Wolfe have planned?
The door to the observation deck was closed for the first time ever. I alerted Wolfe from the panel on the door and waited. I had gone with a nice shirt and my burgundy leather pants. Normally I would have worn a dress but the last time I’d worn one was as Ryojin’s ‘date.’ The black silk shirt was nice enough and I’d even put on my nice boots and some makeup.
Wolfe opened the door and grinned at me. My mouth dropped open in shock as I studied him from head to toe. He wore a tight black shirt that showcased every muscle, including his abs, like cut marble. His massive arms bulged when he moved aside to let me through and I couldn’t help but look down at the tight flight-suit pants he wore.
When I got a chance to look around I stopped dead. Wolfe had the walls completely translucent so the stars shone, making it look like we stood in the middle of space with nothing between us and the glittering sky. In the center of the room was a table set with steaming food and two chairs. There was no wine, which I was grateful for after the dinner with Ryojin, but there was liquor.
“You cooked?” I asked, feeling stupid and shy for some reason.
Wolfe took my hand and led me to the table. “I did,” he said. “I’ve been doing a lot of research about the time you were born in and thought I’d try a hand at some of the traditional dishes back then.”
He pulled out my chair for me and I sat down, staring at the food on the table. There was something that looked pretty damn close to pizza, hot wings, veggie noodles with a cream sauce, and a sweet potato dish. It was such a strange combination of foods I laughed and breathed in the aromas. No matter how it ended up tasting, he’d done all this for me and had spent time trying to learn about my old life.
“There was apparently something very popular in the year twenty-seventeen called avocado toast, but I’ve no idea where to find an avocado,” Wolfe told me as he sat down in his own chair across from me.
I grinned as I pictured him trying to figure out what the hell avocado toast was and why it was a thing. “This is amazing,” I told him. “I’ve really missed pizza and hot wings.”
Wolfe served me a little bit of everything and looked a bit flustered as he put the wings on my plate. “I couldn’t find the exact ingredients for everything so I hope it tastes okay. There’s no such thing as sauce from a buffalo anymore so I made my own spicy cream sauce,” he explained.
I frowned in confusion. “Sauce from a buffalo?” Then I burst out laughing. “Oh! You mean buffalo sauce!” I had to wipe the tears from my eyes I laughed so hard. “Yeah, it doesn’t come from buffaloes,” I explained, still laughing.
Wolfe tore into a slice of pizza and made noises of surprised enjoyment. I followed suit and then closed my eyes in bliss. The spices in the tomato sauce were a bit different, and the pepperoni had a slightly different flavor, but it was so good I didn’t care. It was definitely close and not much different than a gourmet pizza would have been.
“It’s delicious,” I told him when I opened my eyes. “I’ve never had someone cook for me before on a date.”
Wolfe grinned then and poured us some drinks. “I’m glad I could be the first. You look very beautiful by the way.”
I actually blushed at the compliment.
“I wanted to apologize,” Wolfe said.
My hand froze mid-reach. “For what?”
He sighed and ran his palm over his head and then took my hand in his. “You tried to warn me back on Panthera and I didn’t listen. I know I can be stubborn and hard-headed sometimes, but I should have listened and believed you. I still wouldn’t have left you there on the spaceport, but I would have kept your brother out of it, and for that I apologize.”
I squeezed his hand as I searched those bright, jade-green eyes. “Ryojin would have found me regardless Wolfe, and I’m sure he would have found Kris as well. At least I’d been there to do what I could.”
“Would you mind calling me Chase?”
I sat back in my chair and studied Wolfe, my captain, and now my—something.
“Are you my boyfriend then?” I asked.
Wolfe grinned and took another bite of pizza. “That’s what you call lovers right?”
I nodded and swirled the zoodles on my fork. “In a committed, usually monogamous relationship unless otherwise stated.”
“Do you want me to be your boyfriend?” Wolfe—Chase asked.
I smiled and took a bite of the veggie noodles. The cream sauce was to die for. Wolfe—Chase really was an amazing cook. “I think it would be nice if you were, considering you won’t leave me alone, Chase.”
Chase grinned at me and even winked. “All the best women are trouble,” he told me. “And I have to be around to make sure I can drag you out of it if necessary.”
I snorted and ate some more. All of it was delicious. Thank goodness for a hyped up metabolism otherwise I might actually get fat. “So we’re going to try out a committed, monogamous relationship?” I asked to clarify, giving him a pointed look on the word ‘monogamous.’
His eyes were bright as he held my gaze. “As I’ve told you before Katerina, I’m not going anywhere. The choice is up to you though.”
I felt a flutter in my belly as I stared back at him, contemplating every single path and variable whether I wanted to or not. There was a good chance this was a mistake, and that was based on fact, not speculation. Emotions were the basis of a relationship though, not just logic. And despite all the logic I wanted this.
“Well then,” I said, a small smile playing on my lips. “Guess you’re my boyfriend and I’m your girlfriend.”
Chase didn’t exactly smile or grin, but his expression grew intense, like he stared into my soul and saw everything there whether I wanted him to or not. “I have one more surprise for you.”
“Seriously?” I asked. He’d gone all out then.
Chase got up from his seat and set up a blanket and pillows. Then he activated a program. The walls became opaque again and a video started playing.
Instantly I stood. “Is this what I think it is?” I asked.
Chase grabbed the food from the table and set it on the blanket for a picnic and then held out a hand for me. I took it, eyes still focused on the movie playing. When I settled next to him and leaned against his strong chest, I watched the familiar scenes he explained.
“Part of my research showed that a popular date was dinner and a movie,” Chase said. “We don’t get a lot of movies anymore, but we do have a database with every single movie ever made. This was said to be the most romantic movie on multiple sites.” He glanced at me, looking for reassurance I supposed.
“Yes,” I said. “The Notebook was one of the most watched and loved romance movies in my generation. But getting a guy to watch it with you was nearly impossible. I can’t believe you wanted to see this.” I smiled and grabbed another slice of pizza. “This is amazing, I had no idea there was a database of movies.”
Wolfe tucked me into his side before grabbing his own pizza. “The movies that have been made are completely mind-blowing. We’re not allowed access until we reach the official age of adult. It’s said they’d be a terrible influence if watched too young.”
I laughed and relaxed, letting myself enjoy the feel of his warm, powerful body next to mine. How sad to be deprived of that kind of entertainment. “I learned all the best things from movies,” I confessed.
“What was it like?” Chase asked. “Living in such a wild time?”
It was hard not to laugh. I’d thought the same about the cowboy days. No laws and nothing to keep you from highway robbery? It must have been crazy, and somehow Chase had the same perspective as I did about my own time.
Looking around the observation deck I shrugged as I tried to find the right words to explain. “It didn’t feel wild at the time,” I said. “We didn’t have space travel or aliens so that was a massive shock when I first woke up, though I’d always suspected. We were far more destructive than humans now. We had endless wars and destroyed the planet for money and resources. But I think what I loved the most about it was the creativity. My generation had a lot to fix from the previous one, but still we stayed creative and innovative. I had friends who made money with their art, or their crafts.”
Chase chewed thoughtfully as we watched the movie in silence for a few minutes. “We don’t have nearly as many artists anymore. There are quite a few on Earth, but it’s not a profitable trade really and you have to be sponsored by a noble family.”
I shook my head and snuggled into his side closer. “We’ll have to have a regular movie night,” I told him. “Not to mention I really need to find out how Game of Thrones ended. Is Jon Snow a Targaryen or not?”
He gave me a look that said he had no idea what I was talking about and I was possibly insane, but still adorable.
“Guess we’ll have to start from the beginning,” I murmured, focusing on the movie again.
We watched the rest of it in silence. Chase actually watched the whole thing without complaining once. We ate almost everything he made and had a few glasses of his liquor which was yummy and strong. Strong enough it had me feeling warm and relaxed, easing the intensity of my mental processing.
When the movie ended and the credits rolled I sighed and felt a strange melancholy. The movie was still one of my favorites, but it also reminded me of a time that wasn’t real anymore. There was no going back.
“Thank you for this,” I told Chase. “It was wonderful.”
Chase stood and then held out his hand for me. Curious, I took it. He pulled me into his arms, and then clasped my hands around his neck. Without a word he started swaying to the music in classic teen, slow dance style. I grinned up at him.
“Did you research this too?” I asked.
His face was serious as his hands settled on my waist, holding me flush to his body as we swayed. “I’ve been doing a lot of reading since I found out the truth. I was angry when you first told me, but you were right. You knew nothing about this time and the laws. Especially based on some of the science fiction movies I saw. There wasn’t really a chance for you to confide in me, and I wanted to thank you for considering telling me at all. I couldn’t imagine how frightening that must have been.”
I shrugged awkwardly, feeling self-conscious at the suddenly serious mood. “I would have been mad too.”
Wolfe shook his head as he moved us in tiny, swaying circles. “I’m not mad anymore, and I’m sorry that I ever was.”
Instead of responding I rested my head on his chest. It was difficult to hold his eyes when emotions churned through me. We’d known each other for a while now and the feelings between us had only grown no matter how hard I’d tried to deny them.
Chase gently lifted my chin and kissed me. It was soft, gentle and slow. My hands tightened on his neck and I couldn’t help the way I melted against him. It was an affirmation of everything I felt. It was like he could read my mind even though I knew he couldn’t. Somehow Wolfe had always been attuned to me.
“I love you, Katerina,” Chase murmured against my lips. “I know it’s been a crazy road, but no matter what happens in the future I wanted to tell you that. I should have said it before, and I almost lost the chance to ever say it to you. I’m done letting life slip through my fingers. Even if you don’t feel the same, I needed you to hear it.”
I stared into his bright green eyes and felt flushed. On some level I’d known it, but I’d never really let myself think about it. Chase Wolfe had always been mysterious and untouchable. Now he was mine.
“I love you, too,” I whispered. Almost too scared to say it aloud in case it would shatter whatever dream this was. “I knew it the moment I had to tell you good-bye on Asgard.”
Chase rested his forehead against mine and stopped swaying. He took a deep breath and tightened his grip on my hips. “That was the worst day of my life.”
“Mine too.” Thinking he’d been blown into a million pieces had broken me. “Don’t ever do it again, or I’ll kill you myself.”
He smiled then. “Noted. And don’t you try to run away from me again. I know there’s a lot to figure out and deal with, but from now on we do it as a team, okay?”
I nodded. “Fair enough.” Then I stood up on my tiptoes and kissed him like I’d wanted to do so many times, but was too afraid to. The smell of him filled my nose and I breathed him in.
Wolfe was alive and mine. For once there was no awkward tension or secrets to keep. It was the first time in my new life I had felt like this and I wanted to savor it.
My plex went off and continued to go off. With a frown I released Chase who grumbled but let me go. I took the plex out of my pocket and checked it. One of my programs had just finished decrypting a weighty file.
“I’m sorry,” I told him. “But my brother wanted me to look into these files and I want to make sure it’s not something that requires our immediate attention.”
Wolfe nodded and followed me to the table. I sat down and scrolled through the documents, reading as fast as I possibly could – which was inhumanly fast. The wings were still on the table and I took a bite of one, enjoying the different flavor. It was still spicy and delicious in every way.
What the hell was that?
I stopped scrolling and took a much closer look. It was medical files and notations with what looked like a genetically targeted disease. I went back and read again slowly. As the full meaning hit me, dread settled heavy in my stomach and I had to put the food down, worried I may actually throw up.
“We need to have a meeting with everyone, right now,” I said. My voice cracked on the last word as I looked up at Chase. “This is going to be a big problem.”
Of course, just when I’d made headway in my life, Ryojin had found a way to mess it all up again.
Part of me had thought cracking the code on Ryojin’s remaining files was a waste of time, because he either wanted to throw me off the trail, or fuck with my mind. Another possibility that had just occurred to me was that he was playing a game with me, knowing that each decryption took time. Could I crack enough files to thwart him?
Yet another test.
“How are you feeling?” I asked, putting the back of my hand against his forehead.
Chase pulled my hand down by the wrist and kissed my palm. “I feel fine; please tell me what’s wrong.”
“Ryojin has let loose a genetically targeted disease to infect each of the discharged soldiers,” I told him. “Per this the only person who has the cure is Lyn, and I don’t have a file on that from what she gave me.”
He was silent for a moment, but I gave him major kudos because he didn’t lose his cool or even look nervous. “We will find a way to deal with this,” he said. “Just like everything else. I’ll call a mandatory, ship-wide meeting immediately and we will speak to your brother on the matter.”
When he stood I moved fast enough he blinked in surprise. I twisted out of his grip so that I was the one holding him by the arms. “I’m not losing you again,” I gritted out.
Chase’s face looked sad and he pulled me in for a hug. “You won’t,” he reassured me.
But he didn’t lie to me. He didn’t promise me.





CHAPTER FIVE

“You’re coming with me,” I told Sascha.
“Why?” she asked.
I didn’t reply to the question as I unlocked the brig and stood aside to let her out. “Don’t touch anyone, or kill anyone, and maybe they’ll all be okay with letting you out more.”
The clone could know something about the disease Ryojin had created. I needed her to hear what was said in the meeting. Everyone else would just have to get over it, because there was nothing I wouldn’t do to make sure Chase was cured.
She nodded and slowly stepped out, stretching when she was free of the bars. “Something has happened?”
I grabbed her arm and drug her up the stairs with me, Tiberius hot on my heels. He’d been in my quarters until he must have sensed or smelled my distress. Teaching him to open and close my door had been my top priority once we were back on the Wolfegang. Surprisingly it wasn’t difficult for him. I just programmed the numbers to appear bigger on the panel.
We reached the common area before anyone else, and I pointed to the couch. Sascha sat in my spot and I stared at her for a moment wondering how much was her choice and how much of my personality was affecting her. I mentally shrugged and started pacing as my mind raced.
There had to be a way to prevent Wolfe from getting sick. There had to be some way to contain the damage. Maybe there was a vaccine somewhere. That would at least give us time to search for the cure without worrying about the captain.
Tiberius hopped up on the couch next to Sascha and spread out like the great hulking cat he was. They both watched me pace with unblinking eyes. The cub had never minded the clone, which was another indicator we could trust her in my opinion.
Celeste waltzed in, took in the two on the couch and made a wide berth to the lumpy chair as far from them as possible while still being in the same space. She didn’t bother to question me about the meeting or why I was pacing. Celeste just watched me as the others did.
It helped me think and burn off some of the nervous energy. After this I would definitely need some exercise and even though Wolfe—Chase and I had come a long way, I wasn’t ready to take our new relationship past kissing. Sparring it was. I glanced at Sascha and wondered if she would work out with me later.
How had Ryojin even created a genetic disease that could cross space that way? I shook my head. Lyn was a freaking genius. She had to be the one behind it, I was sure. But that meant she also had the cure since the woman was nothing if not thorough. Where had she stashed it?
Was it airborne, or delivered through touch? Blood wasn’t reliable enough. It had to pass as easily and as quickly as possible, which made airborne the more likely choice. I stopped. Unless it was through nanites, or some sort of scan whenever someone docked?
I began pacing again and Kris was the next to join us. He flopped on the couch next to Tiberius and the cat didn’t even seem to notice except to stretch his legs over Kris’s lap. Seeing Sascha next to my brother gave me pause. We really did look exactly alike in every way a male and female could. It was strange to see from the outside.
Ryojin was doing this as a test, I just knew it. He’d seen Wolfe on Panthera and knew how I felt about him. But it also served a greater purpose. He knew that Kris recruited genetically engineered soldiers that had been discharged and stripped. Because as we both knew the stripping wasn’t always effective and even if it was, there was still more to them than before. This would wipe out a good portion of Kris’s forces.
The Art of War in real life played by a master.
Then Chase came in with Ricky and I quit my pacing. I settled on the arm of the couch next to Sascha and kept my eyes on the captain, completely ignoring the small alien who I once would have sworn was my only and best friend.
“I called this meeting because Kat has found something she wants us all to know,” Chase said, nodding in my direction.
Looking over at Kris I frowned. “Ryojin is targeting genetically engineered ex-soldiers with a disease similar to what Sascha has. It finds Lyn’s or any Federation geneticists’ tags on DNA and then turns the person’s body against itself. The cells begin to degrade and despite advanced healing it will eventually kill every single one of them. I assume the only cure is with Dr. Lyn Tallis.” I glanced at Sascha then. “It could even help undo what is wrong with you.”
My clone shrugged but didn’t say anything. I could tell from the way she looked at me though that she doubted it since hers wasn’t a purposeful disease.
“Does this include us?” Kris asked, waving his hand between me and him.
“It might, but from the file it didn’t match our experimentations. I don’t have a tag even after Lyn’s work. Do you?”
Kris shook his head and then we both looked at Wolfe.
The captain gave us a small smile. “I definitely do.”
“We have to do something,” I told Kris, hating how helpless I felt. This wasn’t something I could fight. I’d spent all that time training so I could do something, and still I was powerless.
Kris nodded slowly as he thought. No one else said anything as we all waited for him to say something.
“Whatever has to be done, I will do it,” I told him. “I’ll join the Jaguarundi.”
Kris cut me a look. “Are you sure?”
Ryojin was trying to take away everything I had left and I refused to let him. Logically it made more sense to work in a large group already fighting him than it did to try and take him on by myself.
“Yes, I’m sure.”
“When she signs on officially, so will I,” Wolfe told Kristopher.
Celeste and Ricky nodded.
“We are a crew, and a team,” Ricky said. “We will do this as a team as well.”
I gave the small alien a long, appraising look. Was he doing this to try to get back in my good graces or was it genuine?
“Well then,” Kris said, sitting back with a look of mild disbelief. “It seems like you’ve made an impression, Kitty Kat.”
I rolled my eyes. “So what’s the plan to get that cure for Wolfe now that we’ve agreed to your super-secret rebellion?”
Kris sighed and ran his hand through his hair so it stood up straight. Celeste watched him with curious interest I noticed. “As you so bluntly stated dear Kat, we’ve been annoying the Federation more than actually accomplishing anything.”
I ignored Ricky’s pointed look, focusing on my brother. He was the only one who could help us get that cure.
“Our numbers have dwindled since Ryojin’s purge. We’re pulling back and saving most, but we still don’t have enough to infiltrate a highly defended military base. I don’t think I can do it without more help.”
I cocked my head as I contemplated. “You have something in mind?”
Kris nodded and looked at each of us. “I don’t want to overthrow the Federation as it is a large system already in place and to remove that system would create utter chaos. However, I want that system to be required to improve. We have plenty of good things from the Federation, and I’m not saying the Heishi Project should even be dismantled, but the militant conquests need to stop. The maltreatment of aliens and damaged soldiers needs to stop. To actually cause an effect on such a massive government we will need numbers on our side.”
“A new coalition?” I asked. “One with a new treaty or agreement already written and backed up by trillions?”
Kris nodded again and took out his plex to make notes. “We already have the Family under our umbrella and a few of the smaller planets, but we need numbers and fighters. Sarmatia would be an excellent partner, and the Olkchen,” Kris said, looking to Ricky. “The first mission would be to get the cure, and then we could go from there.”
Ricky frowned but he didn’t argue.
“Ryojin needs to go, and the military needs to clean house, the government of the Federation needs to get on board or they’re looking at a massive war they might not win,” Kris said. “We have gates on our side and hope.”
“We need to contact everyone we know then,” I said. “Convince them to take the risk. Like Andvari and his people. And the Guerre.” It would be difficult to make it happen in a timely manner but as Kris said, we had gates.
“Also the Xiang galaxy,” Chase said. “They were once a free people and they were tricked out of it despite following their treaty to the letter.”
I glanced at him, remembering reading that mission report. It had been lacking a lot of details though. But it was the one that had ultimately led to him getting stripped and discharged. There had to be something more to it than what was in the file.
He knew those people at least. They would have a vested interested in helping us get the cure.
“I can ask my people,” Ricky said.
For the first time since Panthera I looked directly at him. “Good, the rest of us shouldn’t be the only ones to make a sacrifice.”
Ricky looked away and the tension in the room rose exponentially, but no one dared broach the topic.
“There are also prisoners, and ex-Heishi soldiers,” I said. “If we can free the prisoners, and the ones who are genetically engineered that will increase the ranks by millions. We’ll need to get Lyn’s cure and hit the prisons and the Heishi outposts all at once. If we can get to the soldiers slated for execution before Ryojin gets rid of them, they will join us. Even if they don’t they don’t deserve to die by Ryojin’s genetically engineered extermination.”
Kris smiled wide at me. “This is why I wanted you on my side, Kat. You think differently than I do.”
I snorted and kicked at him, annoying Tiberius in the process. The great cat got up and lumbered out of the room, throwing me a look over his shoulder.
“I think differently from you only because I’m not focused on things like blowing stuff up.”
Kris gave me a mock expression of horror. “How dare you? Those explosions were very necessary.”
I grinned and sat on the couch between my clone and my twin. We had a half-baked plan, but we would figure this out as Chase had said. The cure was our first priority. Not just because of Wolfe – though that was my only motivation – but because of the millions of other soldiers who did nothing wrong. They simply believed in the same man I had. It was an easy mistake to make.
Kris made a few more notes. “When we first started off we were just trying to prevent the military from wrongful executions. Building up my network has taken a long time, and then we had to set up the base and figure out the extent of the gates. It’s been a long road, but Ryojin moving to wipe us out moves up my timetable drastically.”
“Yes, while we’re on the subject, why don’t you tell us exactly how you found the gates, and then learned how to use them?” Ricky asked. The question was barbed and instantly infuriated me.
“I don’t really see how it’s any of your business,” I snapped. “Do your people own the gates?”
Ricky looked away. “We don’t own them, but we have protected them for centuries. That a random human stumbled upon one seems suspicious.”
Kris shrugged and leaned back, stretching his arms along the back of the couch. “It was actually exactly how you described despite the odds. The first gate I found was on a deserted planet, Asgard. The only reason I was even there was because I was trying to find somewhere far enough away from the Federation where there was no claim to set up our base of operations. The gate and the crystal I gave Katerina were both there.”
I tugged on the crystal necklace Celeste had returned to me. It was strange to think I was no longer on a quest to find the piece to a puzzle.
“I activated the gate, having no idea where it would lead,” Kris explained. “I was extremely lucky it didn’t drop me in the middle of space somewhere thousands of light-years away. The spacesuit didn’t have enough oxygen to wait for rebels to pick me up from that distance. It actually took us to another planet even further away. We discovered no one was using them and set up a project to map them, reverse engineer them, and utilize them to stay out of the Federation’s hands.”
I tapped my foot as I listened to my twin’s explanation. It did seem pretty far-fetched, but it actually indicated gates may have been used as space travel instead of spaceships and hyperdrives before humans were ever a part of the larger universe. It would explain how our ancestors, myths, and legends had a lot in common with some of the alien humanoids such as the Guerre. We never had elves on Earth, but maybe we did for a time, and they were just something else. Then when they got sick of us they left through a gate.
“Where’s the gate on Earth?” I asked.
Kris gave me a sharp look. “In Iceland, but it’s very difficult to find.”
“And your people don’t use them, Ricky?”
He shook his head, studying me. It was the second time I’d addressed him. This was necessary though and not a conversation I could really avoid if I wanted more information.
“We use them in our own solar system,” Ricky explained. “It’s how we travel between planets easily. But we stay to our own, other than the scouts we send out or the ones who are exiled. The ability to speak of the gates is removed from the exiles’ mind before they leave. Occasionally we’ll send ships through a gate to a quiet part of space, and other times we’ll travel directly to another planet. It’s very rare though and has to be approved through the council.” He crossed his arms and shook his head. “We can’t monitor them, but we do have scouts ensuring they aren’t discovered.”
Kris glared at Ricky. “Are you calling me a liar?”
“No, it’s unusual and unlikely, but possible. How did you manage to keep it from us?”
Kris looked at Celeste and shrugged. “I met with a few Olkchen ‘scouts’ as you called them and they agreed to join me, keeping the gates quiet and out of your interference.”
Ricky was furious. I could feel it and the headache pushed from behind my eyes. I rubbed my temple. “Which one are you Ricky, scout or exile?” I asked, trying to diffuse the situation.
There was a pause and the fury eased to annoyance. “Exile, but I’ve been scouting as well.”
“What is your mission?” I asked, dropping my hand to stare at him. Ricky had been my best friend and I missed that relationship, but the level of manipulation was nearly as bad as what Ryojin had done to me.
“Keep humanity from reaching our space, to keep my people safe from the Federation, and to keep the secret of the gates.”
There was so much more I wanted to ask. Like, what did I have to do with that mission, and why had he taken me under his wing? Had he guessed about my brother and used me to get close to him? But I wasn’t interested in getting that personal. If I ever got desperate enough I could just look into his mind, but I’d rather not.
“Did you know what this was when you first saw it?” I asked, pulling the necklace out from under my shirt.
Ricky shook his head. “I thought it was just a message.”
“He’s lying,” Sascha told me in Russian.
“I know,” I responded in the same language. “But I am not sure why.”
“Because he wanted to keep you from using the gate,” Kris replied in Russian as well, rolling his eyes. “Obviously.”
Celeste frowned and shared a look with Wolfe.
“Why are you lying?” I asked in Standard so everyone could understand.
Ricky sighed and scrubbed his face. “Because I am forced to or I will be executed for treason when I finally get to go back to my home. The Federation cannot have access to the gates. Not in its current state. Perhaps in the future we could allow access, but right now there is too much violence and destruction. Imagine if an army didn’t have to travel across space to destroy, but simply walked through a portal?”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “So you knew it was a key to a gate and never told me?”
“Yes,” Ricky answered. “And I’m sorry for that, but you could turn the tide of war, and I had to be careful what I told you. You weren’t ready to find Kris and learn about the rebellion when we first met.”
I stood and tried not to ghost across the room to slit the orange alien’s throat. “That was a choice you took from me Ricky, much like Ryojin did.”
Ricky shrugged and I couldn’t stand to be in the same room as him anymore.





CHAPTER SIX

“Sascha,” I said as I dragged her along. “Would you be interested in a little sparring session?”
She nodded and kept pace with me, I assumed so she wouldn’t make anyone nervous. Kris followed us out of the common area and galley. They were both silent as they followed me down the hall and up the stairs to the third tier.
“I really do think he was doing what he thought was best for you,” Kris finally said. He leaned against the wall and watched as I set up the sparring program with extra weapons.
Ignoring him, I stripped off my boots and indicated Sascha do the same. A few moments later Tiberius reappeared and slunk into the room to sprawl across the pile of mats. I was too angry to argue with my brother. It didn’t matter how good Ricky’s intentions were. He’d lied to me after promising to help me.
Kris was the only family I had left and he’d kept him from me. I suppose he could have made it impossible for us to find Asgard, but I don’t think he thought there would be an actual gate there. Otherwise Ricky would probably have sabotaged the mission.
“Nothing vital as in organs or broken bones,” I told Sascha. “But any style is allowed. No other rules.”
She grinned and tied her long hair back as I did the same.
“You guys are so fucking creepy,” Kris said good-naturedly. “How do you move at the same time?”
“Part coincidence and part is mimicry,” I explained.
Sascha smiled and nodded in agreement.
“She likes to make people uncomfortable.” I stretched and watched the way the clone moved.
From firsthand experience I knew she was strong as hell, maybe even stronger than me. She was also lightning fast. But other than that I didn’t know anything about her fighting style or strength, what she favored, the skill she had, all of that was unknown which put me at a serious disadvantage.
But as I watched her, my mind sought out the weaknesses and repetitive movements. Her eyes kept flicking to the weapons displayed on the wall. It would probably be her first move rather than attacking me head on.
Kris set up his plex and settled next to Tiberius with his legs crossed. “Are you both ready?” he asked with a grin. “This is going to be epic.”
I shook out my hands and then dropped into a fighter’s crouch. “Ready.”
“Ready,” Sascha said, mimicking me at the perfect moment so we dropped and spoke in tandem.
Kris shook his head with a smile in my periphery. “Go!”
As I’d guessed Sascha spun and ran towards the wall. I ran after her, faster than she was. But I also didn’t have degrading cells. Before she could reach the first weapon I grabbed hold of her wrist and yanked back. Sascha flipped and kicked. I ducked and her foot narrowly missed my face.
We traded blows faster than the eye could easily follow, but Kris could and was. Every time she went for the weapons I managed to redirect her, and she did the same to me. But as I studied her moves and the way she fought, switching from one style to the next, fluid as water, there was a tell. She was a fraction slower than me, and not quite as strong, but it was such a tiny difference I didn’t think I could take advantage.
Knowing her condition though meant she would wear down and become tired before I did, but that wasn’t the point of this sparring session. I wanted a challenge and to burn off the extra energy I always possessed.
So when she went for the weapons again I let her. Sascha grabbed one of the shorter swords, the ones that Ryojin favored, but she only had the one. The slice across my belly was too close for comfort as my shirt split open and I could feel the air on my bare skin.
I laughed as I jumped and twisted, she followed hot on my heels. It was a draw between us. She truly was my clone in every way. Ryojin had copied me exactly, other than whatever inhabited her body.
We spent the better part of the hour fighting until both of us breathed heavy. Then it was Kris’s turn and Sascha sat with the cub. Tiberius knew to guard her, from us or from her…it was a tossup at this point, but I didn’t think Sascha would try to kill me again, or anyone on the ship. But all bets were off if Ryojin showed up.
For both of us.
I could never forget I was just as dangerous as she was. That the second Ryojin showed up on my doorstep I was his in every way possible until I could shake his brainwashing.
Dr. Wallace had sent a few transmissions with tips on mental exercises I could do, but I’d already been doing them. My own research had pointed me in that direction, but my mind kept going back to the one person who could probably help me more than anyone.
Ricky.
And I hated the bastard, but his people were telepathic from birth. It was something they grew up learning to control and use. If anyone could get the brainwashing lifted it was him or his people. My stubborn ass wanted to fix it without their help though, after everything it just felt shameful to go back to the person who had used me just as hard as Ryojin, even if it was for different reasons.
Kris beat me back against a wall and got his arm across my throat. “You’re distracted,” he accused.
My knee came up and he slid away.
“Nice try.”
I flicked the sweat out of my face and focused. This was almost as good as all those mental exercises. It made me zoom in with perfect accuracy and grab Kris where he left his guard open. A yank and he was on his back. But my twin was good. He refused to let go of me and launched me over him.
“You can do better,” he teased me.
I was laughing too hard to do better. “Time out, time out!” I called, collapsing on the floor. “Not fair, I had to fight Sascha first.”
Kris tickled me and I went to kick him in the face. “Fine, fine I’ll play with Sascha next,” he said, holding his hands up in surrender.
My twin beckoned Sascha forward and she smiled as she approached him.
I slumped next to Tiberius and watched the two of them blur as they fought. The sound of flesh hitting flesh was brutal and there was the smell of blood but neither of them bled heavily. It was a split lip at the most.
“Feeling better?” Wolfe asked.
I leaned against him when he sat down next to me and ran my fingers through Tiberius’s fur. “I am actually. It’s something I can’t put off. Physical strain is the only thing that keeps—everything contained. I don’t want to find out what would happen if I lost control.”
Wolfe wrapped an arm around my shoulders and watched Sascha and Kris with me. The two of them were magnificent, and watching myself was oddly soothing, even if it wasn’t me. We enjoyed each other’s company in silence.
I was extremely glad I’d decided to take the plunge and make the relationship between Chase and me real. A tangible thing instead of pushing it off for the future as I normally did. Things were different now.
There was no guaranteed future. What long term effects would the serum and genetic engineering have on me? These moments would be few and far between while we worked to stop the Federation’s greedy, grasping hands.
“It’s the right time to contact Dashka,” Chase told me. “Would you like to talk to her with me?”
It would be the first time I’d get to meet his sister and I was nervous. Chase held her up on a pedestal and I knew she was smart as hell. What I didn’t know was how much she knew about us, or if their parents told her about my little visit to their home. Which I still hadn’t told Wolfe about.
“Just so you know,” I said, clearing my throat awkwardly as we both watched Kris and Sascha. “Ryojin took me to this banquet gala thing at your parent’s home in Paris. I was supposed to find out if your father was a financial supporter for the Jaguarundi rebellion.”
Wolfe stiffened next to me but he didn’t say a word. It made it a tiny bit easier to finish telling him.
“They aren’t, but I’m pretty sure he helps search for lost children in the Federation. There was a missing girl he was supposed to look into with his connections. They have no idea what’s really going on I think. Your mother is wonderful, by the way.”
Chase squeezed my hand and then got to his feet. “Thank you for being honest with me.”
I let him pull me up and then sighed. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, it just hadn’t come up and honestly the whole thing was awful.”
Kris and Sascha came over then and my twin wiped the sweat from his face before tossing the rag to my clone. “Yeah, thanks for that by the way. The woman Ryojin captured had donated billions of credits. We’ve been limping along since.”
It was hard not to roll my eyes. “Everything I do is to aggravate you,” I deadpanned.
Kris grinned and I knew he wasn’t mad about it. “I can take Sascha back to the brig so you two can make the call. Dr. Wallace should be here tomorrow.”
Sascha gave me a small smile. “I do not mind being in the brig,” she told me.
“Maybe I can convince the others to let you roam free more,” I said in Standard.
Chase rubbed his chin but didn’t argue. “I’ll talk to Celeste about it,” he conceded.
I gave him a peck on the cheek. “Thank you, I knew there would be perks to this relationship.”
“Gross, get a room,” Kris moaned.
I pushed my brother and followed the captain out of the observation deck and then shut down the program as I passed. Tiberius pressed against my legs and kept pace as we made our way to Command. The banter between my brother and I was what I’d missed the most. That close relationship, the ability to trust without question, and the feeling of being whole again.
He was my family, and I finally had him back.
Wolfe—Chase, geez that would be hard to get used to, was quiet as he set up the communications console for a long-distance transmission. It was relatively easy to get messages to Earth thanks to the Federation, but it also made keeping the subject matter private more difficult.
“Are you going to ask about the genetically targeted disease?” I whispered as the viewer showed the transmission being sent out, waiting for the other end to pick up.
Chase shrugged. “I’m still not sure what to tell her. She knows nothing about the Heishi Project as far as I know. We would have to tell her everything.” He glanced at me then.
I chewed on my lip as I watched the small circle on the viewer go around and around as we waited for Dashka to answer. Telling her was a risk, but not to us. If she didn’t already know about the Heishi Project she would have to tread carefully among her peers. Knowing nothing about her personality, she may not be able to do that.
“We should tell her everything,” I finally said. “She may already know about the genetic experimentation and clones. If she’s as good as you say she is she can work with Dr. Wallace on a cure for this disease Ryojin created. The more people working on it, the faster it will happen. Because there is a chance we won’t be able to get it from Lyn.” I leaned against the console and faced the captain. “This isn’t just about the clone anymore.”
He looked as healthy as ever. His light brown skin practically glowed with health and his green eyes were bright and captivating. His skin was smooth, unlined, and unblemished. There weren’t any bags under his eyes and his muscle mass and tone were better than ever.
I licked my lips and had to look away. It was hard to remember why I’d pushed him away for so long. What an idiot.
Still, I was worried that at any moment Chase would collapse and deteriorate the same way I watched Sascha’s cells die on my plex. I refused to let it happen. Telling Dashka was a risk I was willing to take if it would save his life.
He nodded just when Dashka picked up.
“Onii-chan! It’s been too long,” she said. Dashka’s bright face appeared on the viewer and she glowed to see her brother.
It was so sweet and personal I took a step away from Wolfe. The two of them had catching up to do and I felt like I was intruding. Chase caught my hand and pulled me back to his side.
“Dashka, I’m sorry it’s been so long. I’ve had a few things to attend to,” his deep voice rumbled and I felt the vibration where our skin touched.
His sister glanced at me but didn’t pry. “Staying out of trouble I hope?”
“You know me better than that,” Chase teased. “I’m always the one making the trouble.”
His sister laughed and she was absolutely gorgeous. She looked more Japanese than Chase did, but their eyes were the same and they both had full lips. “You’ve always gotten mixed up in trouble,” Dashka admitted. “Is this call personal, or did you have something you needed?”
Chase shifted from one foot to the other, angling his body towards mine. “Both actually, but I wanted to introduce you to my lover, Katerina. She’s agreed to go steady with me.”
The word choice made me smile and blush. It was so different than what I was used to.
Dashka beamed at us. “Mother and Father told me a little about her, Onii-chan.” She folded her arms across her chest and stared at me. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Katerina.”
I gave her a tiny bow out of respect. “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well, Dashka.”
Chase smiled wide; obviously happy two of his favorite people had finally – kind of – met.
“What is the other matter?” Dashka asked.
I looked up at the captain and waited for him to tell her.
With a deep breath he told his sister about everything. The Heishi Project, how he’d been asked to join, what had happened when he’d been discharged, meeting me, finding out I was also genetically engineered, and then the issues with the clone. Chase explained in very brief details, for which I was thankful, my time with Ryojin and what they’d injected me with. He also mentioned what time period I was from which piqued her interest, but she didn’t seem overly shocked.
I would never get over how much of a nothing it was to these people that I was born five centuries before them.
Then Chase went on to explain my clone, the general, a small bit about the rebellion, and Dr. Wallace.
“Dr. Wallace?” she asked, frowning at the name. “He used to be a colleague of mine.”
“Good or bad?” Chase asked.
“Good, but he disappeared a few years ago after taking a sabbatical. I’d always wondered what had happened to him.” Dashka shrugged and waved for Wolfe to continue.
Then he had to explain about the disease Ryojin had created and how it was targeted to ex-Heishi soldiers. Dashka’s face instantly darkened and I was suddenly glad she seemed to like me. There was no way in hell I wanted to be on her shit list.
“Tell me what I need to do,” she demanded.
Chase looked at me and I knew it was my turn. I awkwardly cleared my throat, feeling that laser-like gaze of hers land on me. My plex had all the data I could find on the disease so far, but it still wasn’t much. I’d have to really look in the files while I waited for more of them to be decrypted. Then read Lyn’s again as well.
“If there is a secure way to send the data, I will transfer it to you,” I told Dashka. “Then set up a line between you and Dr. Wallace so you can work together on it. He’s been studying Dr. Lyn Tallis’s work as well. But essentially it’s a disease that exponentially degrades all cells of a person tagged with a geneticist’s signature from the Heishi program.”
“Then remove the tag,” Dashka demanded.
Chase looked at me, asking with his eyes if that were even a possibility. I shook my head, wishing I had a different response. “Lyn seals her tags, so even if we could simply remove the tag, it’s embedded in the reprogramming. A skilled geneticist would have to untangle the tag from everything the serum has changed. What we need is a cure, a vaccine, or both. Removing the tag is a possibility if Dr. Wallace or you could do such a thing, but that wouldn’t really be effective for the millions of others who will be affected.”
Dashka glared at me like it was my fault the answer wasn’t one she liked. “Then tell me your location, Chase. I will be there as soon as possible.”
Wolfe placed both hands on the console and leaned forward. “I don’t want you involved in this, Dashka. There is going to be a war and I refuse to have you in the middle of it. The reason I wanted to ask for your help is the hope you might know something about all this.”
Dashka stood and leaned forward on her desk. “I am an adult, Chase. I’ve taken care of myself for the last fifteen years after you left. I’m one of the top scientists in my field and if anyone can fix it, it’s your family. Mother and Father have studied genetics their whole lives. Let us help you.”
Chase’s hands curled into fists and his knuckles grew white with the strain. “I said no, Dashka. I’m not giving you our location.”
I took a step away from him and gave Dashka our location’s coordinates from my device.
“Thank you, Kat,” Dashka said when she received them.
Chase whipped around to stare at me in disbelief. It had been the right choice no matter how nervous I was now. “She can make her own choices,” I stated, more confidently than I felt. “I know you want to protect us, but shielding us from everything isn’t going to help. It’s suffocating.”
Dashka gave me an appraising look. “She’s right, Onii-chan. Let us help you this time. It goes both ways.”
He growled and grumbled, then began pacing. “Fine, but you stay with Dr. Wallace, and away from any combat.”
“Fine,” Dashka snapped. “I will be there as soon as possible. In the meantime I will study the data. I’m sending over a secure folder for you to drop them in, Katerina.”
I tapped the comms console and brought up the folder. Selecting the right files, I tapped my plex to the console and watched them transfer. “I’ve sent you what I’ve gone through and decrypted,” I told her. “I’ve read all the information as well, but Dr. Wallace will be better able to answer any questions.”
Dashka flicked through the data. “I better go so I can leave within the hour. Stay alive, Chase. I love you.”
“I love you too, Dashka.”
Then she terminated the transmission and Command was filled with a heavy silence. “I didn’t want her involved,” Wolfe gritted out.
Tiberius pressed against my legs and I stroked the top of his head in reassurance. “I understand that, but your sister is just as stubborn as you are. She would have found a way to get to you, and I’d rather have her here sooner rather than later. Your life is important to the both of us, and you just need to accept that. You can’t protect us if you’re sick or dead. Every once in a while you need to let me protect you,” I snapped.
He sighed and ran a hand over his scalp. “I still don’t like it.”
“I know you don’t. But we aren’t helpless. You can’t push away the people who love you to keep them safe. It only causes more problems. I learned that the hard way.”
“It’s difficult to let go,” he admitted.
The anger was gone from his voice and his body language was no longer rigid. Chase simply looked, defeated. I wrapped my arms around his waist and rested my head on his chest. “You do a good job, but you can’t do everything alone.”
“Neither can you.”
I ignored the statement even though he was right. There was only so much I could do myself, and too many tasks to complete. I had to stick to what I was good at and unraveling Lyn’s tag from her work or finding a cure was not one of my strong suits. Though given some time and peace, it could be.
Chase rubbed his chin against the top of my head. “Are you tired?” he asked.
It had been a long day and I was exhausted but I wasn’t ready to go back to my quarters. For the first time being alone had no appeal. “Would it be all right if, I slept with you?” I asked, stammering as I realized how it sounded. “It would be for comfort, not sex.”
He took a step back and looked at me in surprise. “Sleep with me?”
I shrugged, feeling my cheeks go red. “Yeah, I’m not ready for anything physical, but I thought it would be nice not to have to sleep alone. But if that sounds awful I totally understand. I’ve honestly no idea how relationships work anymore.” I pulled back and reached for Tiberius.
“Would the cat be joining us?”
I glanced back and Chase had one corner of his mouth quirked up in a smile. Slowly I grinned. “Yes, and he’s a bed hog.”
“He sleeps on the floor.”
Tiberius huffed and I laughed. “That’s between you two. In my quarters he’s allowed on the bed.”
“Come with me,” he said. Chase turned and I followed him to his office and the mysterious door I’d never seen open.
For the first time since I’d come onboard the Wolfegang I’d be seeing the inside of Wolfe’s quarters. When the door slid open I was surprised. It was exactly what I’d expected and yet, not. The room was large, about the size of his office and the bed was the biggest one I’d seen on the Wolfegang. It had to be close to a king-sized, maybe a tiny bit smaller.
There were a few shelves with actual paperback books, and a small closet. There were only a few decorations, but nothing crazy. It was very sparse and militant, but there were pops of color I didn’t expect, like the forest green blanket.
Tiberius tried to hop on the bed and Chase shooed him off. The two went through the motions a few more times while I looked around. There were pictures displayed on his wall and I went over to get a closer look at them. They were a wide range of years. In one I could see a small, eleven-year-old Wolfe with what had to be a tiny Dashka.
Hard to believe he would grow up to be as large as he was now.
There were pictures throughout his military career, and the ones of him and Celeste that were more best friend-like than lovers. After a bit Ricky joined in and then there were ones I’d never even known were taken. There was one of me, reading my plex in the common area and curled up on the couch. It had to be right after I’d joined the crew.
There was another when I worked with Ricky on weapons and such, then the win on Speed, and one in the Northern Continent with all our snow gear on. Wolfe and I were focused on our work. Ricky must have taken that one. There was even the picture of us dancing at the final ball, but that was the last one.
“It’s time to add more pictures,” he murmured behind me.
“You’re kind of a stalker,” I teased, turning around.
Chase only grinned as he handed me a pair of sweats and a top. “Sometimes. I liked watching you, and you were different. Now I know why.” Then he turned around so I could change.
I smiled to myself and shucked out of my boots and clothes. Thanks to Ryojin I didn’t care about modesty anymore, but I appreciated Chase’s consideration. The sweats were huge and I tied them off. The tank top fit fine and I felt truly comfortable which was strange.
Because nothing about this was normal. I should go back to my own quarters and sleep by myself instead of whatever this weird thing was. Being alone was what I was used to, but it held no appeal and that worried me.
“How do you normally sleep?” I asked, flopping on the bed. Might as well make myself comfortable despite how awkward I felt. My entire body felt wrung out and I was exhausted. I lay on my stomach and stretched out. There was so much space.
Chase chuckled and set up a bed of extra pillows at the foot of the bed for Tiberius. “I’ll adjust.”
My eyes were already closing as the smell of him surrounded me. It felt nice and safe. The bed shifted and then his arm went over my waist. The weight of it was better than the blanket he tucked around us. Before I could feel uncomfortable about how physically close we were, I slipped my feet against his for warmth and then fell asleep.





CHAPTER SEVEN

It was warm outside and the sun was just peaking over the horizon. It wasn’t long after dawn and the gaseous planet hung heavy in the sky. It had purple clouds instead of the red on Saturn, but it still reminded me of the giant.
Kris sat cross-legged on the ground, tapping on his plex as he managed the rebellion from a distance. I didn’t want to know everything he had to deal with. The expanse of his network and spies was impressive, and I was too much of a coward to ask how many of them my information had killed.
“What exactly is my position within the rebellion?” I asked, pacing as always. It was the best way to keep my nervous energy in check.
I still did the forms Ryojin had taught me to use my telekinetic abilities, but I was too nervous to actually use them, though if I were smart I’d work at them a little at a time so I had more control. It was the same way that I worked my body into an exhausted state for everyone else’s safety.
That morning I’d woken up before Chase at five and snuck out to the observation deck. I’d run for an hour on the treadmill and then went through my forms before going to the galley to get Sascha and I food. Chase had already cooked and left it out on the warmer for us.
It was nice and left me feeling warm inside. He’d thought of me, but had left me to myself. There was no suffocating attention or intense relationship and for that I was eternally grateful.
Sascha still wasn’t allowed on the planet, but an exception had been made for me. Essentially I was Celeste’s responsibility and if anything happened she would have to answer to the queen, her sister.
“You’re my Second,” Kris said with a shrug. “The place has always been held for you.”
I stopped pacing and stared at my twin as he worked. “I thought that John Smith guy was your Second.”
“Nope.”
Instantly I went back to my pacing. That was way too much to take in.
When the hell would we be able to see the queen again? This time it was just me, Kris, and Celeste on the surface of the planet. Everyone else was back on the Wolfegang, waiting for the arrival of Dr. Wallace.
“Where will Dr. Wallace show up?” I asked.
“There’s a gate on a nearby moon. I’ll pick him up and bring him back,” Kris answered, fingers tapping furiously.
“And what the hell does being Second entail exactly?” I growled, practically ripping my fingers through my hair in frustration. Ryojin would just love that I’m Second. He’d laugh his ass from here to Tuesday.
“I haven’t assigned any departments to you yet since you weren’t even a part of it officially until yesterday. But if anything happens to me you will be the next leader. Anything I have access to, so do you. Decisions are between the two of us, as well as the plans for our future.” Kris stopped typing and set his plex aside to gauge my reaction.
“Good thing I won’t let anything happen to you,” I muttered. Leader of a rebellion? No thank you.
Kris smirked. “We can go over the departments and legions you’re interested in and then go from there. But for right now we need to get as many governments recruited as possible. You and your crew are uniquely suited to the majority of our list. I have a few contacts I’m sending people out for which is what I’m doing now, and then gathering more ships and weapons. The majority are being brought to the base of operations. We’re abandoning or selling everything else.”
Again I stopped pacing and wondered when Celeste was going to meet us. We couldn’t have this meeting without her. Then I turned back to my twin and sat next to him so I could watch what he was doing on his plex, absorbing everything I could while we talked.
“We need a big push,” I said. “The gates will be invaluable. You said they’re built into ships?”
“Yes, like hyperspace but we go much farther. You can jump from one end of the galaxy to another in one jump, like we do with the gates on planets and moons.” Kris ruffled his hair as he thought. “It would make sense to have them in every ship. Then program them to self-destruct if compromised.”
I chewed on my lip as I thought, watching the female guards pass by for the third time. The planet and women were to die for, but they hated us because we were human. It kept me on edge and alert even if I focused most of my attention on Kris.
“How do you keep your rebels from ratting out the gates?” I asked.
“Only a few even know about them,” Kris confessed. “They have to be completely vetted and a high level member. The pilots are top tier and sworn to secrecy. I won’t let just anyone pilot my ships.”
“So what do the other crew members think about the way they travel?”
Kris shot me a look. “I haven’t had to use the gates on the ships. We have kept to hyperspace and use gates only as a last resort. The hit and run missions are done by members sworn to me and the rebellion. They use the gates. If they’re captured they kill themselves before interrogation. If they want to leave the rebellion we strip their memory of the time they spent with us, permanently.”
My eyebrows went up in disbelief. “You can do that? Not even Lyn can do that.”
Kris looked grim and set his plex down on the ground. He leaned his head back against the stark black wall of the palace and sighed. “Yes, we can do that, but I hate it. There is always the chance it messes with the person’s mental capabilities. We’ve never had a person turn into a vegetable, but some have lost long term memory. It’s not common, but it does happen.”
I understood why he did it. The gates had to be protected from the Federation, but it was still a lot to take in.
“And the plans after you get them to agree to your terms? Would you share the gates with everyone then?” I asked, tapping my fingers on my knees as I studied the strange foliage of Sarmatia and the rare male Sarmatians.
My twin shrugged. “I don’t know, Kat. I don’t have the answers to everything. But it is my current advantage. The Olkchen have hidden them for centuries and I worry as they do what some species will do with the information.”
“Like nuclear bombs?”
“Basically.”
We sat in silence for a while as we waited for Celeste and our audience. I wiped the bit of dust from my nice black cargo pants. The boots Ryojin had given me went up to my knees and no, there was no tracker in them either. I’d checked. They were too perfect to throw away just because they reminded me of the general and Enzo.
I could compartmentalize like a pro now. There was no reason I should let it bother me. My control over my emotions was much better, but I had to turn them off completely or shove them in a hole to deal with later. I had never gotten a handle on the process, absorb, and ignore method Ryojin preferred when dealing with emotions.
“Will I ever get to see your base?” I asked.
Kris grinned and slipped his plex in his pocket. “Sooner than you think.”
A rustle of leaves and the sound of the purple grass being compressed warned me. The light steps told me it was Celeste and not another random Sarmatian, or even a pair of guards. “Finally,” I muttered.
“She’s ready to see us,” Celeste said as she approached.
Kris and I got up from the floor and followed.
“This will be a less formal affair, but I still expect you two to be respectful and not walk out on her, Katerina.”
I rolled my eyes but agreed to the terms. “I have a soul,” I snapped.
“Yes, well, hopefully that does not come up. We will be having breakfast with my sister and her wife. Try not to eat like barbarians.”
My stomach suddenly felt queasy as I thought about everything I’d ever seen Celeste eat. Hopefully it wouldn’t be something alive and wriggling around as I’m sure declining the food would be considered rude as well.
Kris and I shared a look of apprehension as we followed her into the oppressively dark palace. The black was so much darker than anything I’d ever seen before. Not even space was so dense and unyielding. My fingers brushed the stone and I couldn’t keep myself from touching it if I tried. It was smooth like glass but it wasn’t shiny.
Celeste turned a corner and my mind instantly tracked our path and location, noting exits and windows as we went deeper and deeper into the palace. I tried to ignore it, but it was difficult when I flicked my eyes from window to door to guard and back to Celeste. Kris watched me, I could feel it and wondered again about his abilities and training.
I still knew so little about my twin’s experiences. Soon we would be able to sit down and hash everything out. It would be very soon, I promised myself.
Celeste nodded to two guards and they opened the doors for her, bowing. Right, she was a real-life princess. No wonder she was such a pain in the ass sometimes. Then I caught Kris staring at her ass and I elbowed him hard. His grunt of pain had Celeste frowning back at us, but we both smiled wide.
“She’s not a conquest,” I hissed to my brother. “She’s my crewmate. Leave her alone.”
Kris grinned as we both bowed to the queen and then sat in our designated places. Queen Andromache sat at the head of the table and across from my twin and me. Her wife sat at her right hand and Celeste at her left.
The silence was heavy as we all waited for the servants to bring the food and drinks out. Then Andromache spoke. “I apologize for any implication that you do not have a soul, Katerina. My sister has assured me otherwise.”
I couldn’t help my look of surprise. An apology was the last thing I’d expected. “Thank you, Queen Andromache. I apologize for my rude behavior.” I wasn’t really sorry, but it was probably best to say, especially if I wanted her to help me and my brother.
Oh, how quickly things could change. Now here I was using words like ‘we’ and ‘us.’ I’d been a part of this rebellion for barely a day and already I thought about us as one team. It was natural to see my twin as my ally and not my enemy.
It really put into perspective how good Ryojin was to make me doubt the only person I’d ever trusted implicitly. He’d gotten into my head bad, and I knew it was because I was still weak. Not physically anymore, or mentally. But I craved approval and the sense of belonging. Ryojin had tapped into that and wormed his way into my heart and mind with ease.
I disgusted myself. There should be no need for outside approval. I didn’t need a fucking pat on the back, I was a grown-ass adult for chrissakes. What was wrong with me?
“You two are twins?” Andromache asked me, ignoring my brother.
I smirked as I realized for the first time in my life this is what it felt like to be a man. Kris eyed the food on the plates that were brought out though and didn’t seem to care.
“It looks like sushi,” he whispered in Russian.
“Just eat it,” I hissed back.
Celeste glared at us and I kicked my brother under the table. “No more Russian,” I warned. Then switched to Sarmatian. “I apologize, I had to remind him of his manners.”
Andromache’s wife nodded sagely. “Yes, it is wise to let the women speak. Men are better suited to listening.”
I really wanted to laugh, but I didn’t. It was just as bad as misogyny, but it was nice to be on the winning team for once. “Right, seen but not heard,” I said instead. I had to bite my cheek to keep from laughing and Celeste glared at me again.
“Kristopher and Katerina are leaders of the Jaguarundi rebellion,” Celeste said in Sarmatian, daring me to argue with her. It would probably be easier for the female-dominated society to hear the plans from me then.
I stuffed the sushi-looking thing in my mouth and was just grateful it didn’t look alive, or have red blood.
“I have heard of this rebellion,” Andromache said. “It has done much better than most, but doesn’t come close to the Sarmatian War that raged for decades.”
“Of course not,” I agreed. “But we are looking to change the ways of the Federation. We need the people to support us and join with us to get back our autonomy and rights.”
Celeste nodded. “It would be the perfect way for us to regain our honor, Andromache. We would be able to reinstate our army and our freedom. Our culture would be preserved and rebuilt.”
Andromache glanced between the three of us as she ate and her wife stayed silent. This was a complicated matter that I wasn’t sure the queen quite understood the scope of it. “We would draw up new treaties and agreements for each planet, or previous government that you would adhere to. Then force the Federation’s hand to sign it. What we want is for them to pull back their acquisitions and join peacefully with other species,” I explained. The Sarmatian words came easily and I was thankful Ryojin had made me train so hard.
Still the queen didn’t say anything.
We ate in silence since I had nothing else to say on the matter. It was what it was and nothing more.
“You plan to do this with other nations?” Andromache finally asked, biting the small round thing delicately.
I still didn’t know what it was and was smart enough not to ask.
“We do,” I admitted. “The Olkchen, and the Norsemen to name a few. I’m also going to contact the Guerre, and another member will be reaching out to the Kami Kingdom.”
Andromache ate some more of her sushi. It wasn’t terrible to be honest, and tasted enough like sushi that’s what I was going to call it.
“I will not join this coalition,” she said slowly. “It is too much of a risk.”
Celeste set her two-tined fork down on the table harder than necessary. “Andromache, this could get us our freedom back.”
“Or it could eradicate us from the galaxy completely,” the queen argued. “It does not make sense to join when the risk is still so high.”
Kris looked to me and I shook my head. The queen didn’t want to speak in Standard and the explanation would have to wait.
“But, I do believe with the numbers and the right plan we could do something about the Federation,” Queen Andromache said. “I will agree to join only if you can get three other governments to sign on. My entire planet of adults is able to fight. We would be adding a hundred billion to the war. I refuse to let my people be the only ones to bleed.”
I kept my jaw from dropping, but only just. They really had that many fighters.
Instantly Celeste’s tension eased and she grinned viciously. “We will get you those agreements sister, and then I will lead the Army against the Federation in retribution.”
A shiver went down my spine, but Kris could only stare at her. He must have the same affliction as Wolfe. A deadly female was a thousand times more attractive than a normal one.
“I want vids of each ruler agreeing with their signatures and treaties. Then I will agree,” Andromache stated calmly. “In the meantime you can act as Ambassador to Sarmatia while you gather them.” She pointed her fork at Celeste rather aggressively.
It made me want to reach across the table and snatch it from her hand, but I stayed still as a statue instead. It was the only way to stay in control.
“Agreed, sister.” Celeste couldn’t stop grinning and she chewed her sushi hard enough to make me wince.
“Looks like we have a plan,” I said in Standard for my brother’s sake.
His attention shifted to me, but Kris kept his eyes down on his plate. It was strange the way I could feel his mind move locations. “And?” he asked.
“We have to work for it first,” I responded, dribbling the sweet sauce over the food. I took another bite and watched as the queen and her wife spoke softly.
It was a smart choice, but we would have to make sure the Sarmatian queen didn’t try to wrest control of the plans from us. Governments would want a say in our strategy and that could only go so far. This was not a simple ‘blow up the Deathstar’ situation.
The silence was more amiable this time around and I enjoyed Celeste and the queen’s wife talk about the latest in their family. It didn’t seem like there were children yet, but Andromache was hopeful. Their male harem was ready and waiting whenever the queen was.
I smiled and wondered if Chase had narrowly escaped ending up in a harem. Celeste didn’t really seem like the type, and it may only apply to the ruler, but I was still curious.
“Dr. Wallace will be here shortly,” Kris said under his breath. It was too quiet for anyone but me to hear.
It was time to go. I had a thousand questions for the doctor and not enough time.





CHAPTER EIGHT

It took a bit to extricate ourselves from Sarmatia, but once we did Kris dropped me off on the Wolfegang before going to fetch Dr. Wallace. I was anxious for him to arrive because I’d noticed Sascha coughing more and more. And more often than not there was blood coming up.
I didn’t like it and it made me feel completely useless.
The second I was back onboard I’d let her out of the brig. Celeste had already agreed before I left her to catch up with her family. While she was gone weapons went to me. It was a little weird, but not much weirder than being Second to a rebel leader.
Sascha and I spent time sparring while Tiberius lounged on the pile of mats. I hadn’t seen Chase since the night before, but I wasn’t worried. There was still plenty of time and he did have a whole ship to run and repair.
My mind ran through all the possibilities, numbers, and plans that were available to us as Sascha and I pounded into each other. When your sparring partner had the same skill, strength, and mental training you did it was difficult to get ahead. Not all her strikes landed, but enough I felt bruised and sore.
It was a wonderful feeling.
I tripped her up and she took me with her. We both landed with a heavy smack on the floor and I rolled before she could sink her elbow into my diaphragm. I threw a spinning kick and then flipped onto my feet. It narrowly missed her face, but she was on me a nanosecond later and I had to block.
The Federation had trillions of fighters. Billions would do nothing unless we were smart about it. It wasn’t even supposed to be an all-out war. What we needed was to gain access to someone who could actually help us. We needed someone who was high up in the Federation government with control over the military.
The Admiral General would be the best choice as only the president was above him, but the man I’d met didn’t seem like the type to accept a new deal where the Federation lost power.
Attacking with no warning made us look like the evil side. Maybe if we sent out a transmission to the entire Federation, for everyone to see and hear – asking for reconsideration and a new, fair treaty before we attacked then we wouldn’t come across as the bad guys.
There had to be a way, and asking for the removal of the conquests would be difficult. Perhaps a compromise? The Federation could take in new planets and species if they were willing and the terms were fair. Anything even resembling enslavement would be nixed.
Sascha landed a hit on my face. I hated getting hit in the face. Spitting the blood out on the floor I refocused. In two moves I had her pinned against the wall, toes barely touching the floor.
She threw her hands up and smiled, her teeth stained in blood. “I cede the fight.”
Gently I released her when I could get my hand to loosen on her shirt. Instincts wanted to take out the threat, but I forced my body to listen to me. All this power and I barely held onto the control. It was like walking a particularly intense dog. I yanked back on the leash, practically dragged forward by the strength of it.
But I was the one who held the leash. No one else.
“Kat, your brother and Dr. Wallace have boarded,” Wolfe called out over the comms.
I tapped the tiny device on my belt. “Got it, thank you. We’ll be right down.”
Sascha and I looked at each other for a moment and I sighed. We’d probably have to deal with Ricky since we’d be using the infirmary. As the medic on board he tended to hang out in there.
“The orange one is worried about you,” Sascha finally said.
I glared at her and turned to grab one of the towels, wiping the sweat from my skin. “Been reading his mind?” I asked.
“Yes, he has many thoughts of you – of us?” Sascha cocked her head as she contemplated the complicated nature of our lives.
She caught the towel I tossed her without even looking and then her face shifted into a more natural expression – less vacant. As she dried off I wondered what thoughts Ricky was having. What did he think deep in that mind of his? I was tempted to sneak past his mental barriers and find out for myself without any lies.
“Worried I might destroy everything?” I asked, signaling Tiberius.
Sascha shrugged. “Sometimes, but mostly he is worried that he will never be able to gain your forgiveness.”
We made our way down the stairs. “What do you think about it all?” I asked her. As a complete outsider with no personal memories before she was created, my clone would have an interesting perspective.
“He lied to you about his intention which was dishonorable, but he cares for you. I do not understand why he did what he did if he loves you as a daughter.”
We hit Tier Two and waited for my brother to finish docking so we could all make our way to the infirmary.
“Even if someone cares about someone else, their personal agenda can still come first,” I explained. “Despite his feelings, he felt it was more important to protect the gates. Which I understand, but he also thought it was more important for me to lose my brother than to ever discover that gates existed, because I was a risk.”
“And despite everything I regret the choices I was forced to make,” Ricky said from behind me.
Sascha glanced back and then at me but I refused to look at him. Just having him nearby made my blood boil. After everything, I could see why he’d sacrificed me to the Federation. Ricky had truly believed I would be fine and that I’d find a way out of it. And I had, though there had been a lot of close calls.
What if Ryojin had never discovered my existence? I probably would have died while Lyn dissected me at some point. Avoiding Ricky’s thoughts had been my own fault. It would have saved me a lot of pain and heartache if I’d just listened once so he could explain that Wolfe was alive, but honestly would I have even believed him?
I didn’t think so.
No, what I couldn’t forgive was all the promises of help to find my brother, all the hope he’d given me to try and take it away right there at the end. One step from my brother and he’d tried to rip it out of my hands. There was one thing I never truly understood though.
“Why didn’t you just take the gate crystal away?” I asked as I watched my brother and Dr. Wallace exit the transport.
“I never thought we would find Asgard. That crystal is keyed to that gate, and that gate only,” he admitted. “I also didn’t think that if we found Asgard the gate would still be standing after all this time.”
It took everything I had not to whip around and smack him. “Thought I was just another dumb human then, huh?”
“I underestimated you, Katerina. I promise I will never do that again.”
This time I did turn and studied him. It had sounded like a threat to me but his face was blank and his thoughts and emotions were locked down.
“Katerina Anderson, it is good to see you again,” Dr. Wallace said when he spotted me. He climbed the stairs and his mass of hair made me smile despite Ricky. “I’ve brought Rose, I hope you don’t mind.”
“It will be a pleasure having you all aboard,” Chase said as he came forward from the common area. “I take it you’d like to get set up in the infirmary first, but I or Kat can show you to your assigned quarters when you’re ready.”
The captain gave me a wink and instantly I felt better. I wasn’t sure if he’d heard the conversation with Ricky, but I knew he was on my side. The nuances of our relationships still had to be adjusted though.
Because maybe one day I’d be able to forgive Ricky, but I’d never forget. Maybe Wolfe wasn’t as mad about the betrayal as I was. And I would never begrudge him that. It was a very personal matter. But I did know he was still mad Ricky hadn’t told him when he’d found out about me.
We all made our way to the infirmary and Rose gave me a shy smile as she passed. I’d been in a dark place the last time she’d seen me, and I wasn’t all the way back yet, but I had made some progress thanks to Chase.
“I can’t wait to see your readings,” Dr. Wallace said to Sascha. “I’ve never seen a live clone before. You’re magnificent.”
I shared a look with my brother. “You told him about the issues right?”
“Yeah, but he’s a scientist,” Kris said with a shrug. “His social skills aren’t that great.”
“They’re quite excellent actually,” Dr. Wallace said as he took in the infirmary. “This will do nicely. Rose, please set up my tools, and Sascha was it? Lay down on this bed.”
I watched anxiously. Hopefully he would be able to help her, but I wasn’t confident. The damage was extensive and only the genetic engineering had kept her alive so far, but it was only a matter of time before the damage outgrew the constant repairs.
Dr. Wallace scanned Sascha, took a few samples and then gave them over to Rose. “Your turn, Katerina,” he said with an encouraging smile.
I wasn’t happy about the audience, but Ricky had slunk off to his office at some point. Only Wolfe watched with his arms crossed over his chest, a slight frown on his face. I gave him a thumb’s up and lay down on the next gurney bed.
Once he was done with me he did Kristopher. The three of us waited anxiously as the results were processed.
“So how have things been?” Dr. Wallace asked, looking between the three of us. “It’s quite remarkable really. Mr. Anderson I never quite believed you when you said she was nearly identical to you, but this irrefutable proof is astounding. Twins are so rare.”
I didn’t bother to ask why and watched Rose closely as she went through the tests, using the scans from Dr. Wallace to create profiles.
“It’s been rather busy,” Kris replied. He stood with his feet set shoulder-width apart, arms crossed over his chest and I instantly saw a difference in my twin.
He was the rebel leader – Dr. Wallace’s superior and commander. It was mind-blowing to see, but I’m sure Kris had a few similar moments with me as well.
There was a ping and Rose handed over the slightly larger plex to the doctor. “Everything is ready, sir.”
Dr. Wallace frowned as he studied the results and my stomach sank as I waited for him to give us the bad news. I looked over at Kris and his face was grim. We’d spent so many years in hospitals. We knew when it was bad news. The very air changed.
“This is unlike any degenerative disease I’ve ever seen,” Dr. Wallace muttered, peering closer at the readout. “It appears the state of the clone’s body is unsustainable.”
“Her name is Sascha,” I snapped, instantly in a bad mood.
I’d known that if Ryojin had sent her to me then Lyn hadn’t been able to fix whatever was wrong with her. And since Dr. Wallace was the second best geneticist, and not the first I highly doubted he’d be able to do anything more.
I cared way too much about this.
“Well Sascha, I can try and give you Lyn’s healing serum and see what that does, but I assume she already tried that?”
My clone nodded. She didn’t seem to mind, or care really. I was angry for her. What a short, brutal existence. She’d been made and then cast aside as worthless. Instantly I felt that hatred for Ryojin grow. How dare he act so callously? Whatever she was, she had something that made her her own person. I didn’t know if it was a soul or what, but she had her own thoughts and opinions that were certainly not mine.
“Why is this happening?” I asked, leaning back against the gurney.
Dr. Wallace instructed the clone to lie on the gurney bed again and scanned her once more. “It appears she has a shelf life, but it seems to be accelerated. These clones aren’t supposed to live long from what I can gather. They’re not meant to live more than a few years and when they die they can be replaced with newer, more advanced models.”
“Why not robots then?” I demanded.
With a shorter shelf life the Federation wouldn’t have to care for the clones as they did veterans and wounded soldiers. It was all so logically perfect it was disgusting.
Dr. Wallace gave me a look. “A few AI’s went rogue two hundred and fifty years ago. They slaughtered over a hundred thousand humans before they were shut down and destroyed. Since then we’ve avoided giving so much power to artificial intelligence.”
Kris snorted. “I could have told them that.”
I smirked at my twin. “It’s all fun and games until the Terminator is after you.”
Chase shook his head but a smile played on his lips. “I’ll have to find that movie to watch for our next date.”
“Yes!” Kris exclaimed. “Movie night!”
“The captain said it was a date,” Sascha said in Russian. “Why does our brother want to attend?”
I couldn’t help the smile. My clone was so cute and naïve. “Because he’s an asshole,” I replied. “You’re not invited Kris.”
My brother harrumphed and Chase smiled indulgently at us. I couldn’t imagine how strange it all must be for him, but he just took it in stride like it was no big deal.
“There’s nothing I can do,” Dr. Wallace stated. “It’s programmed into her stem cells. At the most I can slow it down, but she’s still going to die within a few weeks.”
It was a harsh truth I had expected, but still wasn’t ready for. “Only a few weeks?” I asked.
Sascha gave me a sad smile and shrugged. “It’s not so bad. It’s actually a bit longer than I suspected.”
Emotions flooded me and I shoved them down. The guilt and grief were too much at the moment and I still didn’t really understand it. I shoved them all behind a door and locked it tight until I could feel that cool detachment and suddenly everything was easier.
“What about my sister and me?” Kris asked.
“You’re both in better than perfect health, if a bit different. It is clear Katerina is the one with the advanced telepathy, but your telekinesis is stronger, Mr. Anderson.”
My mouth dropped open in shock. “You never told me you could move stuff with your mind!” I was outraged. We’d talked about superpowers so many times back in our own time. “You could have used that against me in the pits.”
Kris shrugged awkwardly. “Using it in the pits wouldn’t have been a good idea. There’s too much power and using it for small things isn’t easy, not like what you did. It’s really not that great. There are times when it’s all very Dark Phoenix.”
I understood that better than most. Sometimes it was tempting to just let go of that leash and let it all out.
“So Dr. Wallace,” Kris said. “There is a genetically engineered disease targeted to ex-Heishi soldiers, think you can do anything about that?”
It was easy to tune out the conversation as I took a step back and leaned into Chase. He was my solid, silent rock. The entire time he’d stayed pretty quiet, but I’d watched him take it all in and process it. We had so much power and strength between the four of us, but there was still nothing we could do about certain things. The thought was humbling.
I couldn’t save Sascha, but I’d done everything I could.
My brother and the doctor chatted about the files I had and the targeted disease. Wolfe mentioned his sister and then the doctor scanned the captain. I watched it all with that cool detachment and wondered if I would be able to save Chase or if I’d fail. Dashka and Dr. Wallace could do everything possible and still not create a cure or vaccine in time.
What I could do was find Lyn and take it from her. I was capable of that and had the skill set. Without emotions clouding my mind I could see a thousand different paths and outcomes. I was able to see the purpose for the disease and my lip curled in disgust.
It was a trap.
Ryojin knew I would decide to go the route that offered guaranteed success. He knew I wouldn’t allow anything to happen to Chase, not on my watch. He also knew I’d be able to find Lyn and when I did, he’d be ready and waiting.
The general may never have access to my brother again and in such a situation, or a situation where he had clones of Kris, he’d still want me back in the fold. He’d spent too much time and money training me and making me better than everyone, maybe even my own twin except when it came to his mental power.
Had Ryojin known about Kris’s telekinesis? Is that why he’d wanted him over me? And if he was as powerful as Kris implied he could rip an entire army apart. I wondered if Ryojin had an Olkchen who served him. It would make sense why he wasn’t all that impressed with my telepathy. It also explained why he’d trained me so hard on developing the telekinesis.
I’d never been able to move a single object on Enzo, but I knew the power was there. I could feel it, waiting under my skin. It sparkled at my fingertips at times and the urge to use it was tempting. Too bad it wasn’t safe to train on the Wolfegang. It would be far too easy for me to blow a hole in the hull and screw us all five ways to Sunday.
It was something I needed to do though. I had a shitty feeling I’d need that skill to beat Ryojin at his own games.





CHAPTER NINE

Dinner was an awkward affair. Dashka had arrived a few hours ago and Chase had spent the time showing her around, and as he moved about the galley she stared at everyone with a blank expression that also somehow managed to be mildly disapproving.
There were too many of us for the small table so Chase had pulled out a secret, second table I hadn’t even known existed. Celeste was still on the surface at home and we hadn’t been invited to dine there again. Sascha roamed about the ship now, but I still kept an eye on her and so did everyone else.
Dr. Wallace chatted with Rose and Kris talked with Sascha. Dashka kept mostly to herself, not saying a word, but she observed Chase with a professional eye. I was silent as I watched Chase set out the food. It was fresh from the planet, but he’d cooked whatever it was until it smelled amazing and my mouth watered.
After all the doctor nonsense we were back onto the topic of our next move. And I already knew what we had to do. “The next priority is the cure,” I told Kris. “We need to locate Lyn, steal it, and free the prisoners. Preferably all in one go. It will be easier than trying to hit the Federation multiple times.”
“Can you figure out where she is?” Kris asked, thanking Chase for the food before passing it around.
“Yes.” It would be easier to find out where Ryojin was and then go from there. The two weren’t usually far from each other. “I already know where all of the prisons are, and which ones hold high profile prisoners. There are locations where some of the ex-Heishi soldiers are kept. Sascha, where did they grow you?”
She looked up from the food on her plate, her expression almost surprised I’d addressed her. “On Oberon. It is the same base that Kris was taken too and held for observation, after he woke up from cryostasis,” she explained
Kris nodded. That might work.
“Two of the major prisons are spaceships,” Chase said, setting the last plate of food on the table. He sat next to me and scooped some of it onto his plate. “The third is on a nearby moon. There are about ten others that I know about. Do you have the manpower to get all of them at once?” he asked my brother.
Kris shook his head. “Right now most of the rebels are traveling to a safe gate before going to our base. Even then our numbers are still just in the millions.”
I watched Wolfe chew as he thought and rested my chin on my hand, not feeling hungry at all. The table had grown quiet and even Ricky watched the captain. Mostly he’d kept to himself, drinking that tea of his.
“We should go to the Kami Kingdom tomorrow then,” Chase said. “I believe Princess Suseri will send men to help us. I parted with her and the emperor on okay terms last time I saw them. I’m not promising anything, but I believe they’d agree to the treaty so they can regain their freedom and the rights to their jade.”
It was an interesting thought. If he was so confident we should leave as soon as possible. “Is there a gate nearby?” I asked. The faster the better. I didn’t know how long it would take the disease to reach us and infect Chase, but I didn’t want to take any chances.
“There is,” Kris said. “This is really good by the way.” The way he stuffed his face reminded me of how he was when our mom made breakfast. It was a bittersweet memory.
“Is it on the planet, or will we have to fly through the gate?” I asked.
Kris nodded. “The smaller transports fit through the gates. You can fly through the one here and it will come out on a remote moon orbiting a planet in the Xiang galaxy. It’s a hop, skip, and a jump to Kami Prime from there.”
Good enough. I took a bite of the food and closed my eyes in bliss. Chase was definitely a keeper. I couldn’t cook for shit and everything he made was delicious. “No pizza this time?” I teased.
Chase grinned at me. “We ate all of it. We’ll have to resupply for me to make more.”
“Pizza? Are you kidding me!” Kris exclaimed. “What do you need, I’ll get it for you. Man, I miss pizza.” My twin shook his head and ate some more of the unidentifiable meal.
None of us were stupid enough to ask what it was, but we all ate it anyway because Chase had cooked it into something not only tolerable, but delicious.
“You can get it on Sarmatia if you’re brave enough,” Chase told Kris. “Though the women down there will eat you alive if you’re not careful.”
I rolled my eyes as they bantered, but I was secretly pleased. Seeing Wolfe and Kris chat reminded me of Kevin, but it no longer hurt to think of him. It had been long enough I had a hard time remembering what it was like to live in my own time period. There were a lot of things that would be hard to give up now that I was used to them.
“All right, when do we want to make a go of it for the cure?” I asked.
Kris pulled out his plex and checked his messages. “If you can figure out where the cure is by the time you’re back from Kami Prime, then…five days. I can redirect a few legions to the prisons on the outer edges, and then hopefully the Xiang fighters can back up my personal legion for the cure and the three hottest prisons. Taking out any clones is also a priority.”
I glanced at Sascha. It seemed insensitive to say in front of her, but I had to agree. We couldn’t afford for Ryojin to perfect them – millions of mindless super soldiers who only followed him and him alone.
“We need to do an exposé,” I told Kris. “The problem and solution declared to the Federation. That way we aren’t seen as the bad guys.”
My twin nodded thoughtfully while everyone watched. “This is exactly why I wanted you as my Second, Kat. I’ll come up with something, but I want you to do the message with me.”
“I can get it out to the entire Federation,” Ricky said, breaking his silence. “Even past the secure channels.”
The heavy silence crackled in the small space and I looked at Ricky. My emotions were still locked behind that door which made dealing with the alien a whole lot easier. Not only that, it allowed me to see Ricky and his uses for what they were. Would I really make a stink about this for the rest of time?
I could just…let it go. We didn’t have to be friends anymore, but I also didn’t have to make everyone’s lives a thousand times harder by being a bitch. “Good. I’m sure that will help a lot,” I finally said.
Everyone blinked in surprise. Even Chase gave me a look.
I shrugged and went back to my dinner.
“So what base were you taken to?” Chase asked Kris.
“Well Gus and John found me under the rubble of our hospital three years ago,” Kris said. He twirled his food on his fork without really seeing it.
I knew he was finally going to tell the story and I sat back with my liquor to listen. It had been almost a year and I was ready to hear exactly what had happened.
“They were looters, scavengers of a sort which was why they were so far from the city limits. Ruins of Los Angeles could be very profitable, but apparently illegal. They got me out and took me right to a doctor.” My brother’s face looked contemplative and I’m sure he regretted going there. It was how his path had diverged from mine.
I’d had no one to help me understand. And for the first time I thought maybe that was a blessing in disguise.
“The doctors looked me over and found some anomalies and such. The Federation was notified of course per the law. When a time refugee is discovered they have to go through a rigorous exam, and then a process to re-gain citizenship,” Kris explained.
I shook my head and took a sip of the liquor. Had I known it was as easy as that, I probably would have done the same.
“The Federation took great interest in my experimentation and I ended up on the Heishi base Oberon.” Kris looked at me and shrugged. “I didn’t work with Ryojin or Donnelly, but I did work with the Lt. General there at the time. And once they considered me ‘too dangerous’ I was sent to the prison.”
“Why were you considered too dangerous?” Dashka asked. Kris had everyone’s attention and the room was completely silent.
“The telekinesis,” Kris explained, shoving some food in his mouth. “They did a few tests and confirmed I could, but had no telepathy, only a bare minimum that allows me to sense others’ emotions. But they had no way to control me back then, so into the pit I went.”
“How did you get out?” I asked.
Kris grinned and took a long drink of his liquor. “Gus, John, and I knew things could go sideways so they set me up with a comm before the Federation nabbed me. I was able to get out my coordinates before they found the device. Then a week before I was scheduled for execution they brought some friends and busted me out.”
“Is this the same John who is—was your Second, the one I met on Enzo?” I asked, leaning forward to pour more liquor into my glass.
“The very same.”
We were all silent for a moment as we took it in. Dashka looked positively horrified to know her precious Federation had such dark secrets. “What was the reason for your execution?” she asked.
Kris shrugged. “Being who I am. They thought me too dangerous and didn’t know what else to do with me. So they planned to eradicate the threat. I didn’t stick around for that.”
“And the Jaguarundi?” Dashka asked.
“Our ragtag group continued to scavenge throughout the galaxy, but there was so much pain we saw that slowly we became vigilantes.” Kris smirked at whatever memory that brought up.
I grinned. “You were just playing into your superhero fantasy.”
“Partially, but then we started getting bigger when people offered to help, and then the Jaguarundi was born.” Kris held out his hands like he was offering us all a gift – him.
I smacked his shoulder, downed my liquor, and picked up my empty plate. “I need to get some work done if this plan isn’t going to fall apart.” I stood and gave the captain a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you for dinner.”
“Will you see me in my office before you retire for the night?” he asked as I took my plate to the cleanser.
I smiled before I turned around. He wanted me to stay with him again. For some reason that made me extremely happy. Normally I wouldn’t assume but I could feel it in his thoughts even if I didn’t pry. And for once I didn’t give a shit what Ricky thought about it.
“Sure,” I said. “I’ll stop by.” I signaled Tiberius and he jumped down from the metal rafters in the ceiling.
Everyone jumped and I grinned. Tiberius had learned to hide and blend better than I ever could have anticipated. With him at my side I made my way to the crystal room where I always felt more relaxed.
It would be the best place to study with the fewest interruptions because I had a lot to go over and figure out to plan the attacks on the prisons in five days. I went down the ladder and Tiberius jumped down after me, landing without a sound.
Stepping into the crystal room was like stepping into a different universe. There was no overhead light on because there was no need for one. The crystals glowed bright enough to wash the room in purples, reds, and blues. The table in the center of the room was clean and all the supplies were where they were supposed to be.
I knelt and pulled out one of the drawers with black crystals and carefully took a blank sliver out. In one smooth motion I turned and sat cross-legged on the floor with my back against the table. Tiberius lay next to me, his massive head resting on my thigh. I studied the black crystal, holding it up and shining a light through it.
It was the only one that didn’t glow. It seemed to suck in light and power and energy rather, to be released at the right time. It had been one of the more frightening tasks I’d learned before I’d ever had Ryojin’s training. Now it was all at my fingertips and the possibilities were endless.
Could we key the gates to crystals only we could use? That would render them completely useless to anyone without one. They could be earned over time…it was an idea I’d talk to Kris about later.
I took out my plex and selected the last file I’d been working on. Scanning through with one hand, I used the other to stroke Tiberius’s fur. His deep rumbling purr settled me even further and the words, formulas, and data flew by.
Lyn was a genius and the more I read of her work, the more I was impressed. I had never really liked her, but I did respect her to some degree. Ours was an odd relationship. Her files went into so much detail with me, but she never mentioned anything about clones. Had she kept those files to herself? I’d only asked for mine, I suppose I couldn’t fault her for that.
Ryojin’s files were far more extensive. Getting the locations of all the prisons had been easy enough. The general had them all listed and the various different prisoners. There was everything from conquered alien soldiers to amnesia citizens that had been experimented on. There were soldiers that hadn’t been successfully stripped, and ones that were defective or damaged in some way.
Those would be easy to convince. But the clones I still couldn’t figure out. Ryojin had hidden them well, but he had to have files on them somewhere. There were only seven more files to decrypt and so far everything had been pretty straight forward.
Ah, there was something promising. It wasn’t labeled ‘clones’ or anything that obvious, but it was case files. There were successes and failures. It looked like a study on crops and not human beings…were they though?
The whole concept hurt my head. I didn’t understand how it worked, but they weren’t born. Would they be considered human or a completely separate race, or species? But if they were all identical to me then wouldn’t they still be human? Or was I the one who was no longer human?
Mostly human, as Chase had said once.
Oberon was another Heishi base and it was near one of the super-max prisons. The ship orbited the moon actually, keeping an eye on it so to speak. It was on the edge of Federation space which meant there was a lot someone could get away with. The War Council was back near the core of the Federation in the Milky Way galaxy and there weren’t too many dreadnoughts of that size on the edge of space.
Being so close to a planet allowed me to access the Net which was sometimes impossible to do flying in space. I remote accessed the Net through the Sarmatian servers. Then I searched for Lyn’s Federation military scientist serial number and waited for it to confirm or deny.
Normal citizens couldn’t do this, but I had enough information to make the request as a legitimate soldier. Nothing more than a ghost in the machine.
“Katerina?” Ricky called down.
Instantly the muscles in my shoulders tightened and Tiberius perked up, on alert.
“What is it?” I asked, trying to keep the ‘bitch’ out of my voice.
“Can I come down?”
At least he’d asked. “Sure,” I said. “But I’m working.”
Ricky’s voice came closer as he came down the ladder. “That’s fine. This won’t take long, I promise.”
He didn’t quite come into the crystal room, but he leaned against the door that I’d blown up once and then had to replace. I watched him, reading the small tells, tasting his emotions on the air but staying out of his thoughts. I could go in someone’s mind as easy as breathing but I hated doing it.
It made me feel disgusting. Not because of what I was doing, but because there was usually something I didn’t want to know among all the thoughts about hunger and sex.
“I will have to leave after this mission for my home planet. Your brother and I will be building more gates to equip ships with while you are gone. But once you’ve all returned I’m leaving.”
He paused and there was a flicker of emotion in his eyes. I reached out just a little and tasted bitter regret.
“I wanted to ask you if you’d come with me,” Ricky said. “The Elders in my galaxy have the strongest minds and centuries of training. If anyone could break Ryojin’s control on your mind it would be them.”
He waited patiently for some sort of response.
I stroked Tiberius’s fur and thought about his offer. I wouldn’t have to work with Ricky, just travel with him. And the Olkchen might be able to break the control faster. I didn’t require their help because I fully believed I could do it on my own, but the time it would take – I didn’t want to risk running into Ryojin before I could rid myself of his virus.
The other option that I preferred was to simply kill Ryojin and be done with it. He was the only one who held my leash. If he was dead I’d be free.
Still, it was an option, and I’d be stupid to pass up a chance to see a place that never allowed outsiders.
“I’ll think about it,” I told him. Neither of us moved. “Are you going to program Reidgotaland into this new gate?” I asked.
Ricky nodded, face blank of emotion. It was his new normal with me. Nothing on his face or in his voice other than total neutrality. I assumed it was to keep from pissing me off. He’d known on Panthera what I was capable of, having experienced it firsthand. Looks like he still thought I was a ticking time bomb.
“I’ll take care of Sascha while you’re gone,” he said.
I blinked. The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind. I’d just assumed I was going to bring her along with me, but I suppose it would be best to leave her with Dr. Wallace in case her degradation increased.
The part I’d locked behind a door wanted to tell Ricky I didn’t need his help or for him to look after the clone, that Kris was fully capable of doing that. But my twin had a lot on his plate. I couldn’t imagine the work it required to set up a coordinated attack with all of his rebels for this snatch and grab.
“I…appreciate that,” I said slowly.
As we stared at each other it seemed like we’d somehow reached some sort of compromise. We were still crewmembers if not friends and would have to work together for the foreseeable future. Wolfe didn’t seem to have plans to get rid of Ricky, and I would never ask him to. It wasn’t my place and Ricky had served the captain well for the most part. Having a telepath as part of the crew was way too valuable.
Though I guess he had two now.
As Ricky left I went back to my work, wondering if he’d offered because he cared or because he felt obligated after everything he’d done to make me into what I was. Ricky was just as responsible as Ryojin.
Then I looked up to study the spot where he’d been standing, replaying our conversation in my head. Maybe that had been his intention all along. Now I was trained and capable of just about anything. A weapon for anyone to use. It was kind of brilliant if I were honest with myself.
Ricky had trained me without doing anything other than handing me over to the one man capable of controlling me.





CHAPTER TEN

We sat in the transport, all packed up and ready to go. I couldn’t bring Sascha with me, but I did have Tiberius. He laid flat on the ground between my legs as I readied Kris’s ship for the gate jump.
Chase was in the co-pilot’s seat for once. It felt strange to be the one checking all the systems and powering up the gate drive. But I was the only one who had the ability to read Kris’s manual fast enough and then have the mental capacity to apply it instantly. It wasn’t much different than any other ship I’d learned how to pilot, but it did require a certain – finesse.
One last check and I leaned forward to make sure the readings were as I thought. I took the necklace from around my neck – not the same one that Kris had given me all those months ago – and entered it into the console, placed my hand on the scanner and waited for the gate-drive to acknowledge my DNA.
“Welcome, Katerina Anderson, I am Kori. You have full access to the gate programs and database. Have a nice flight,” the sexy computer voice told me.
I smirked and entered the coordinates for the Kami Kingdom.
“A talking computer?” Celeste asked. “How strange.”
“What do you mean?” I asked, glancing back at her.
As always she was gorgeous, tall, blonde, and fierce, but this time she looked different. Celeste wore a strange dress with slits in the skirts and boots that went all the way to her mid-thigh. A metal corset-type belt enhanced her waist and she actually wore jewelry. It looked like the queen had made her dress the part.
“And I want your outfit,” I told her, reaching up to seal the inner air-lock. The clang of it shutting and the outer doors opening was enough to jar the transport.
“It was a popular phase,” Chase explained. “Ship’s computers were given personalities, individual voices, fun little sayings or conversations they could have with the crew, but it wasn’t efficient or helpful. Now they simply obey voice commands without any extras.”
I gripped the steering, my hands and fingers fitting into the grooves perfectly, as if the mold had been made for me. A slight increase forward and we were up and off the ground. My eyebrows went up in surprise at the feel of the small ship. It felt as agile and smooth as a brand new marauder.
“My brother would find some outdated computer personality to use,” I muttered. “Back in my time everyone thought computers would talk to us. Our phones chatted with us, that kind of thing.”
Chase smiled and made sure the shield went up. “It’s a bit nostalgic. Each of us in the Academy had programmed our own computers with unique personalities and names. It was fun while it lasted.”
Tiberius huffed when I shifted my foot and hushed him. This wouldn’t take long, but I was nervous about gate travel for the lougar. Kris had assured me animals were unaffected, but it still worried me.
“Ready?” I asked Celeste and Chase as we flew towards the gate in this solar system.
No one answered.
As we veered down and around to the moon, I could see the gate, it was tucked into a large cave. Unless you knew what to look for you would never see it. It wasn’t even a traditional ‘gate’. It was just a hole in the moon, but my brother had promised me this would work.
I chewed on my lip as I tapped in the code for the gate, steering us down towards the cave. Chase’s hands tightened on the arms of his chair and I pretended not to notice. Deep breath in, and I tapped the request. Without pause I skimmed across the surface of the moon, heading right at the cave. I didn’t slow down or falter.
“Perhaps – we should slow down,” Celeste gritted out.
The gate still hadn’t powered up and I knew exactly how she felt. The apprehension made me sweat, but I trusted my twin.
“Kat,” Chase said, leaning back as we sped like a bullet towards a place that could kill us if we hit.
We passed over the pad my brother had told me about and it scanned the ship. I checked the panel and slapped my hand on the scanner again at the right time as he’d instructed, tapping in the destination. Lights appeared on the walls of the cave and it was humongous from close up.
A second later the viscous center filled and we passed through, Celeste cursing and Chase reaching for me. It took all my concentration to ignore them both as I felt the fear in my gut, trying to force me to lose my perfect control.
The sensation of passing through a gate felt like—nothing…literally nothing. I was weightless, bodiless, and all I knew was my own mind. On some level I knew I was sitting in the pilot’s chair of Kris’s small ship with Tiberius between my legs, but it was like being in a vacuum, floating in nothingness in the pitch black.
It was over in a second and I slammed back into my body, instantly steering up and away from the moon in the Kami Kingdom as I gathered my bearings. My chest rose and fell as I breathed hard, trying to figure out exactly what had happened to us in that weird in-between.
“That was unpleasant,” Celeste stated.
“I whole-heartedly agree,” I muttered as I checked the displays and our location.
“At least it isn’t for more than a second,” Chase said. “Shields are at one hundred percent, and the coordinates to the Kami Prime border have been activated.”
“We will arrive at our destination in ten point four minutes,” Kori stated.
“Thank you, Kori,” I said, following the line from the display across the window.
“Would you like me to contact the docks?” the computer asked.
I glanced at Chase and he took over. “I got this, Kori,” he said. A few taps and he pulled up the communications.
I watched out of the corner of my eye and noticed he’d selected the palace and not the docks. It was strange, but I decided not to say anything about it. I guess I hadn’t expected him to be that tight with the emperor.
“Why did you show the computer gratitude?” Celeste asked. “It has no feelings.”
I smirked and increased our speed. “Doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate her help.”
“She’s programmed to help. How you feel is of no consequence to her programming.”
“Yet, you keep calling the computer a ‘she,’” I threw back.
Celeste harrumphed but didn’t have a comeback. I smiled and enjoyed my win as we headed towards Kami Prime.
Tiberius rolled over on his back and stretched. Obviously the jump hadn’t bothered him one iota.
“We have permission to land,” Chase told me. “I’ve uploaded the exact planetary coordinates for you to follow.” He tapped his finger on the arm of the chair for a moment. “I’m not sure how far or wide the gates go, but if they are within a territory or space that is policed it could be problematic. The second you enter the space they will lock onto your signature.”
I pulled up the info Kris had shown me. “He’s got a scrambling program. The shield usually hides the smaller ships, but the program redirects any scans so it looks like nothing is here, or just a piece of space junk.”
The display directed me down to the planet and I watched the readouts pop up a scan and then the approval when we were recognized. In moments we were breaking through atmo. Kris’s ship barely registered the disturbance. The shield deflected most of the heat and turbulence.
“Man, I want one of these,” I said to no one in particular. One would be incredibly useful.
“The weapons are subpar,” Celeste stated.
“Yes, but if I had one I’d sweetly ask you to make it better for me,” I told her, enjoying Celeste’s small huff of laughter.
Then I had to stay quiet as I focused on landing the ship. It wasn’t as easy as it looked. Every time I made a space-to-planet landing I had to account for the burn, the deceleration, the atmosphere of the planet, and what chemicals made up the atmosphere. Oxygen-based planets were rough as were gaseous planets. Moons were the easiest.
With a flick up at the last moment and just the right amount of deceleration I was able to lift us from a nose dive to a parallel landing. The gear touched the ground with a soft touch and there was no jarring drop to the surface.
“Nice job,” Chase told me. “You must have had a natural gift for flying even before the additional serums.”
I shrugged and began the shutdown process, taking the crystal out of the console and putting it back around my neck. “Maybe, but I wasn’t tested for it so I guess I’ll never know.”
“Is that what you’re wearing?” Celeste asked me as I stood.
I glanced down at my outfit. The boots Ryojin gave me; grey pants that hugged every hard-earned curve after I’d starved myself on Enzo, and a silky black shirt. It was my nicest shirt, the same one I’d worn on my first date with Chase. It was my favorite too, one of the ones I’d taken from the fancy hotel closet on Panthera.
“You have an extra Xena outfit for me?” I asked.
Celeste rolled her eyes and turned to open the hatch. Stairs descended smoothly to the landing platform and I let the princess go first, and then Chase. He paused on the top step and looked back at me, eyeing me from head to toe.
“I think you look good,” he said. “But not as good as you do in my sweats.” Chase actually winked at me and I felt a blush rise to my cheeks.
God, how embarrassing. I was supposed to be the perfect weapon and still he managed to make me feel like I was back in high school crushing hard.
Tiberius pressed against my legs and I gave him the signal to be on alert and follow. I didn’t need him on guard yet because then he’d see everything as a threat. He was trained to recognize aggressive behavior and react appropriately even if he wasn’t on guard duty.
When we reached the bottom of the steps I stopped and placed my hands on my hips, studying the surroundings. Instantly I felt a strange vertigo as déjà vu hit hard. I had to place a hand on the ship and blink a few times to understand what I was seeing.
The palace rose up from the city which spread all around us. And it looked and felt exactly like Hong Kong or Beijing. Both places I’d been with Kris when we’d done our year of traveling. After we’d finished Europe we’d just kept going. Kris had wanted to see everything before he died.
I wished he was here to see this with me.
The red palace had the beautiful Chinese architecture, jade and gold covered everything. Statues of different spirits were placed around the palace grounds, but it was the city I was drawn to. Not even the green grass could shake me from the sounds and smells of the city. It was like I’d walked back in time to the small streets of Hong Kong, looking for the best place to eat as we garbled our way through the travel book of Mandarin.
“Chase Wolfe, what a pleasure to see you again,” a soft, cultured, accented, and delicate voice murmured.
I turned to see who sounded so perfect, and a gorgeous Chinese woman with a headdress to kill for wrapped her arms around Chase and kissed him right on the lips.
Instantly rage and jealousy boiled my blood and my hands clenched into fists. It took every shred of control not to walk over there and rip her off of him and then tear that pretty smile off her pretty face. Literally.
But I didn’t, because I was almost positive this was the princess.
Chase looked uncomfortable as he took a step back and introduced first Celeste and then me and Tiberius. There were a few strange looks at the lougar, but for the most part they accepted him without question. It was a little strange, but I didn’t ask why.
Because the princess simply did not care about the rest of us. She didn’t have eyes for anyone but Chase.
I bowed when I noticed others watching us but didn’t say anything.
“Empress Suseri, everything is ready,” a servant or official said.
Of course she was the empress now. I ground my teeth together, trying to make sure I didn’t ruin this treaty that was supposedly in the bag. And I could see now why Wolfe had thought it would be so easy. My hands clenched as I followed the empress and Wolfe towards the palace.
“You cheat on me and I get to shoot you,” I muttered, so quiet I knew Wolfe was the only one to hear me by the way his shoulder muscles instantly tensed.
Celeste laughed. “You didn’t think I was the only one, did you?” she asked. A smug little smirk on her face.
It fueled my hatred even more.
It had never occurred to me to wonder how many lovers or girlfriends Wolfe had before Celeste. It hadn’t mattered and it still didn’t really, but Suseri was riling me without even knowing it. I took a deep breath and relaxed each muscle. I didn’t bother smiling since it would look more like a snarl than anything.
“I didn’t realize that this was why he was so confident,” I murmured to Celeste, letting my hand land on the top of Tiberius’s head for comfort.
The guards and welcoming party had us surrounded and I ignored them, but hated it. It made me feel trapped and tense, the muscles between my shoulders tight. Instantly I was ready for everything and anything, watching and seeing all there was to see. Even the guards who hid in the shadows and the way they moved and disappeared. I saw it all.
Tiberius pressed against my leg harder, reading my emotions and I murmured to him in Russian, reassuring him before he went on the offensive.
“It’s been a few years,” Empress Suseri said, her soft voice grating on my nerves, but Wolfe smiled at her indulgently. “How have you been? Ever since you left I’ve wondered what happened to you.”
Then it clicked.
This was the girl he’d given up his entire military career for. I knew on some level it had been about a girl, and I’d read the report but all it said was that Wolfe directly disobeyed orders and almost botched an acquisition.
The orders hadn’t been recorded, but I would bet on my life it had something to do with this small slip of a gorgeous woman.
“Chase Wolfe has always had his pick of women,” Celeste explained. “But once he chooses, he is loyal without a fault.”
I bumped my shoulder into hers, the only gratitude I’d show for her reassurance. Celeste would never admit to it either. Reassuring a human? It was beneath her.
The stairs to the palace were endless. There had to be a thousand. I barely noticed the exertion, but the lack of strain on the faces of the welcoming party and the empress impressed me. It was something to file away. These were not soft people and if it came down to a fight I’d be challenged. Maybe not for long as they were only human, and I was – something else.
Wolfe and Suseri chatted amiably as I took in everything from the carved jade pillars to the weapons each guard carried and the whispers of air that warned of secret passages. The rafters were high and dark, the perfect hiding place for warriors. The conversation between my boyfriend and Suseri was filed away, monitored in the back of my mind.
If he tried to pull some bullshit I’d stab him.
We were taken to a receiving room with food and drinks and servants quietly filling glasses. No one looked twice at Tiberius. We sat after the empress sat at the table and I internally sighed as Tiberius laid down next to me. I was sick of dealing with queens and empresses. I wanted results and a fight. My neck popped when I stretched it. The release helped and I watched Celeste and Wolfe deal with the politics.
I wasn’t great at this part. Ryojin had taught me how and I could do it given the right motivation, but I absolutely hated the word games, the double meanings, and the beating around the bush. I wanted straight answers – I’d always been a ‘to the point’ kind of person.
Wolfe told the empress a bit about the time after he’d left Kami Prime and Celeste was asked to describe her homeworld. Etcetera etcetera blah blah and I reached for one of the dishes in the center of the table. It looked delicious.
“I would be careful, Ms. Anderson,” the empress warned me. “Those peppers are quite hot.”
As if I didn’t know. I held her gaze and deftly used the chopsticks to put the chicken and peppers in my mouth. It was as spicy as I remembered and I sighed with pleasure.
“I spent some time in China,” I told her in Modern Mandarin. After all, I’d learned it for Ryojin so we could spy on Wolfe’s family, might as well make use of it. “This was one of my favorite dishes in Chengdu. Mapo tofu and chicken am I right? I still think my favorite is hotpot though.” I took another bite and smiled.
Celeste and Wolfe shared a look, like I was being difficult on purpose. Suseri blinked and her grin widened. “The brave captain did not tell me you spoke our language. And a time refugee as well! How exciting.”
I grinned and winked at Chase. “And his girlfriend.”
Celeste burst out laughing. I’d switched to Standard so everyone could hear. Chase actually blushed but he smiled instead of getting mad like I’d suspected he might.
“You are truly one of the more amusing humans,” Celeste muttered in Sarmatian.
“Yes,” Wolfe said. “Katerina is my lover as well as the Second to the leader of the Jaguarundi.”
Instant silence. I set my chopsticks down and gave him a look. Here I thought maybe I’d be the one to royally fuck everything up, but Chase was broaching the topic of business during a meal with an empress.
“The rebellion?” the empress asked, her eyes widening. “I had heard rumors of it, but didn’t realize it was still alive and well.”
I sighed and ran my fingers through my long curls. I should have put my hair up, but it hadn’t occurred to me when I had the time. The gate-jump had been on my mind and reading Kris’s manual...
“Yes, that is why we are here,” I said, stroking Tiberius to keep him calm, but his green eyes took in everything as did my own. “We want you and your people to join us.”
A servant dropped a tray and it clattered against the floor as everyone turned to stare at us in shock. I shrugged and took a sip of tea. I had never been great at the politics and we didn’t have a whole lot of time to mess around.
“If you value Chase Wolfe’s life, you’ll help us. Otherwise the Federation’s genetically targeted disease will kill him before we can get the cure,” I said.
And I definitely wasn’t above emotional blackmail when it came to his life.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

Servants cleaned up the mess while the empress stared at me. To her credit she didn’t look surprised or horrified. She simply studied me, measuring whether or not I was lying to her, and when she decided I had told the truth she turned to face Wolfe.
A barked order in Mandarin while she held the captain’s gaze and suddenly the room was empty, not even the guards in the rafters remained. Everyone had obeyed her at the drop of a hat. My eyes flicked over the massive room, finding all the nooks and crannies. The empress was left alone with no protection. Either they watched us and had some crazy technological defenses we didn’t know about, or the empress could take us all down – well maybe all of us…
I glanced at Celeste and then Wolfe. Either Suseri was far too trusting or she really could take down a genetically engineered soldier and a Sarmatian warrior princess.
Instantly I put Tiberius on guard and shifted so I could move if necessary.
“Chase Wolfe, I accepted your request to speak with me because I believed you had something important to say after so many years. I assumed there would be a request, but it is more than I could have anticipated. I cannot simply pledge my kingdom to a cause no matter how I may feel about you,” Suseri said, folding her hands on her lap before glancing at me. “Not without good reason.”
Those eyes missed nothing as she studied the loose way I held myself, misleading to most, but not her. I could tell she somehow knew what I was capable of. My eyes landed on her headdress and I wondered what weapons she hid in there.
“Empress, please understand we wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important,” Wolfe said.
I was still ticked he hadn’t warned me about Suseri, but I understood his predicament. I was crazy, and definitely the jealous type. I probably wouldn’t have told me either on the off chance Suseri hadn’t moved on from him.
“As Second in the Jaguarundi I’m here to present the coalition to you,” I said, annoyed this was already not going as planned, but also relieved we didn’t have to beat around the bush any longer. I stroked the top of Tiberius’s head and watched the Empress for any sign she was open to the idea. “We are gathering agreements from previously free governments; ones the Federation either took by force, or had sign away their freedom. We are also reaching out to a few planets and galaxies we know are still untouched by the Federation such as the Olkchen. The goal is to require the Federation to sign fair contracts, pull back on their conquests, and treat their people fairly.”
I glanced at Wolfe, looking for any sign this trip had exposed him to the genetically targeted disease. He still looked fine, but so did Sascha most of the time.
“As the Ambassador to Sarmatia I am here to tell you Sarmatia will fight if three or more governments agree to join and pledge fighters,” Celeste said, placing her plex on the table with the display of Queen Andromache’s signed agreement. “We want our freedom and culture back.”
The empress sat in silence, considering our words, the Sarmatian pledge, and then Wolfe. She studied him the longest and it didn’t bother me this time. Suseri knew who I was and whatever had happened between them was still there, but he’d chosen me.
“Captain Wolfe, I will never forget that you risked everything to return me to my father, who now rests with our ancestors. I will never forget what you gave up for me despite everything. This request…is something I will have to bring to my most trusted advisors. Do not worry, Federation spies are few and far between.” Suseri smiled, but it wasn’t what I would call pleasant. “We make sure they have untimely accidents.”
I grinned. For the first time I could see the woman behind the headdress and blank, political expressions.
“How long?” Wolfe asked.
He was nervous about the disease too. But Chase hid it well. We were already doing everything we could. He would try to tell me how it was no use freaking out when there was nothing else to do.
Tiberius licked my hand and I scratched behind his ear as I processed and waited for Suseri’s response.
“If the situation really is as dire as you say it is, then I should be able to have an answer in a few hours.” The empress signaled someone even I couldn’t see and the doors opened, our forgotten food taken away and then people filed into the room. “Please, give me some time and be back here in two hours for my answer. Enjoy the city or the Waterfall Gardens.” Suseri smiled sadly at Chase at those last words.
I didn’t want to know. I stood and bowed, Tiberius lumbering to his feet beside me. We got a few curious looks, but no one seemed bothered by him. The whole non-reaction was intriguing to say the least.
Chase and Celeste followed me out of the large, elegant dining room and we stood awkwardly in the hall as the doors closed behind us. Guards silently stared and I rolled my neck to try and ease some more of the tension.
We’d barely been able to explain, but I had a feeling the details didn’t matter. They would do it or not, simple as that.
“I’m still hungry,” I said. “Want to go venture into the city?” I asked Chase and Celeste as I turned in a circle, studying the directions of the halls, the people who came and went, and the grounds beyond the open walls.
Celeste crossed her arms and glared at nothing in particular. “That did not go as planned,” she stated.
“Did you really think she was just going to say yes?” I asked, walking towards the mountain of steps that led down to the palace gates, bright red and guarded by more soldiers.
These guards, soldiers – ninjas, they were more than they appeared to be, but they also remained passive. They saw everything, I knew that much, and I figured we’d have one or two trailing us into the city. I wasn’t sure if it was because they didn’t trust us, or because they were worried for us.
We already had the empress’s favor – it had to be the people then. And a little jaunt for hotpot would be the perfect excuse to get a feel for the citizens and what they might think.
“I had hoped she would agree,” Celeste said, following behind me on the side farthest away from Tiberius. “We don’t have a lot of time before General Ryojin slaughters half our forces in those prisons.”
“Those prisoners haven’t agreed yet,” Chase reminded her.
The sun was high in the sky and warm, fighting the cool spring air. The smell of jasmine and cherry blossoms filled my nose, but the closer we got to the palace walls the more smells there were; mouthwatering spices, duck, various flowers and perfumes, and a million different types of tea.
“You truly believe they would rather die than join our cause?” Celeste demanded.
The guards opened the wide doors to the city and I bounced on the balls of my feet, way too interested in everything beyond the palace. Dozens of people turned to face us; curious who would be leaving the palace.
I gave Tiberius the signal to hide where he could and guard. He disappeared before anyone could get a good look at him. My senses told me he was somewhere to my left, but I trusted him to keep pace with us without alerting anyone to his presence. The cub was better than good, he was flawless. Just like Ryojin had made me.
The perfect weapon.
“They might,” Chase said. “If they are still loyal to the Federation.”
I knew what he meant. Turning a corner I led us down an alley by instinct. Colton had offered me a way out, a legitimate one, and with all the complications and danger I knew would go with it, I’d decided to stay on Enzo with Ryojin.
Being loyal to the Federation wasn’t my problem, but being loyal to Ryojin had been.
I followed my nose down another alley and then smiled when I found it. “You guys have to try this stuff, it’ll burn your tongue off but it’s so good.” I asked about the hotpot in Mandarin and the Chinese woman ushered us into her restaurant.
It wasn’t a large space, but it was beautifully decorated with symbols of luck and prosperity carved into the wood and pillars. We were sat at a table and Celeste and Chase looked around, taking it all in. It was like I’d never been in cryostasis. The small restaurant was exactly what the one in Chengdu had been like and my mouth watered as I ordered for us.
Tiberius snuck into the restaurant and I felt him press against my legs under the table. A quick glance at Chase and then Celeste confirmed neither had noticed him enter, which meant no one else had either.
When the food came I rewarded my cub with raw beef.
“How is he so sneaky?” Chase asked, swirling the peppers and spices in the pot before he put in the items he wanted cooked.
I grinned at Chase, happy he’d picked up on the cub’s movements. “Months of practice and he’s a natural predator. He was born to sneak and hide and kill.”
“You really were able to train him so much and so well in the few months you were there?” Celeste asked, carefully dipping tentacles into the hotpot.
Instantly my smile dropped from my face as I remembered how long I’d been gone. Sometimes it felt like no time had passed at all. Sometimes it felt like I’d never left the crew and it had all been a bad dream, but there were also times where I stewed in it. When I missed being on Enzo with Ryojin, improving everything about me at rates never before heard of.
The general had liked the uniqueness of Tiberius and the opportunities he could represent. He’d thought allowing us the time to train together could benefit him somehow, and I’d taken advantage of it. There were definitely missions where a pair would work better, but I had Tiberius and would never need a partner, at least not in Ryojin’s eyes.
That had made me valuable, or so I’d thought.
I took a bite of my hotpot beef and felt my eyes water and then the tears trickled down my face. Celeste’s question wasn’t worth answering. It would only bring up bad memories. Chase took my hand from across the table and ate with me in silence.
“So tell me what happened with Suseri. The report wasn’t detailed.” I wanted to know and was sick of wondering about it.
Chase shrugged and dipped another item in the hotpot and then swirled it around. “The Federation ordered Donnelly and I to capture the empress, who was a princess at the time, and use her against her father to force his hand. They wanted the Kami Kingdom to relinquish their control to them, and violated a treaty already in place to do it. At the last minute I took her back against orders, but I’d been too late. The emperor had already signed the Xiang Galaxy over.”
He wouldn’t meet my eyes and I squeezed his hand in reassurance. “Sounds like a tough call,” I said, keeping it simple. I of all people had no place to judge. The Federation could be a wicked siren, convincing someone they could have everything they’d ever wanted for a small price.
“They tried to correct Wolfe,” Celeste said. “It didn’t take. So they stripped him.”
I shuddered. Correction was horrifying and I knew Ryojin had perfected it. His team of super soldiers with the new serum were barely mentally present. He had them all brainwashed.
“Just think of it this way. If you hadn’t been discharged you never would have met me.” My smile was strained, but it was true. Who knew where I’d be now without him?
“I apologize about Suseri, I had no idea she would still be so affectionate,” Chase said awkwardly, shoving food in his mouth.
Both Chase and Celeste ate as though the spices didn’t bother them at all. I had to give them credit because it was as hot as I remembered. I shrugged and fed another piece of raw beef to Tiberius.
“It’s not a big deal,” I told him.
Tiberius growled and instantly I stilled.
Something had set him off and I suddenly felt it in the air. My mind raced as I processed every tiny detail. The air shifted and I moved half an inch to the side. A knife thudded into the wood behind me where my head had been barely half a second before.
Celeste and Chase both grabbed for weapons that weren’t there. Chase had only brought a small pistol that I knew he kept strapped to his calf. I tossed Celeste my gun I’d hidden in the small of my back and whirled around to use the pillar behind me as a shield.
Where the attack had come from was obvious but I doubted they were still there. I’d yet to figure out if there was only one or more. The sound of knives whistling through the air had me moving before I could think twice.
Chase yelled for everyone to get down while I ran.
A chuff and I changed direction, following Tiberius’s hint. They were inside the restaurant and seemingly everywhere. But there were only three. They were just fast. I jumped up onto a table and launched myself up, grabbed a beam, and then swung my body up into the dark space.
Another shift in the air made me move to the side just in time. A split second slower and the blade would have sliced my cheek. I grabbed the wrist of the masked attacker and squeezed. Something broke and the gurgled scream filled the restaurant.
The second attacker came at me from behind and I sensed him just before he grabbed me. Hands went around my neck and I ignored him, holding my breath as I dealt with the one in front of me. Ripping the mask off his face I twisted his wrist farther until he leaned forward and with a quick shove he fell to the ground for Chase or Celeste to deal with.
My fingers wrapped around the wrists of the person behind me. My vision went black a bit on the edges, but I knew I had another minute and a half before I needed to breathe again. A quick judge of the rafter’s strength, my weight, and the weight of my attacker—one leg wrapped around the beam and I pushed us both backward. We fell and he released my throat in a panic.
Without my hands around his wrists he would have fallen and probably shattered something. I let go of one wrist and drew back. One quick jab and he was unconscious. It was nothing to drop him gently to the floor.
A quick glance at the restaurant showed there were more than three of them. Chase fended off three on his own, and Celeste two. The captain and the first mate worked together as a seamless pair. The years they’d spent together clear in every movement. He would swing and she would duck, and then Celeste snapped one of their necks in one smooth movement.
Pain slashed across my abdomen and the shock of it made me falter. My leg gave and I fell from the rafter.
I landed flat on my back on top of a table and knew I’d have a few bruises.
The attacker jumped down and straddled me, reaching to slice the knife across my throat. I brought up my arm and felt the bite of the blade and then the jarring feel of it hitting bone. The sensation made me sick to my stomach but I shoved it down, focusing on recovering the fight.
We needed at least one alive to figure out who they were and why they were trying to kill us.
Swinging my leg the person fell and I rolled fast and hard before tipping the boiling hotpot on him. His scream of pain hurt my ears but I felt nothing as I entered that perfect state. The one that allowed me to see everything, hear everything, anticipate each move and attack, assess the damage to my body with cool detachment and plan accordingly.
Footsteps behind me.
I swung my leg up and around, connecting with their jaw and they crumbled to the floor. Part of me wondered why they didn’t use tech. Why knives? Then I felt it, the burning itch. It slowed me down and I stumbled. They were poisoned.
I knew it wouldn’t kill me, but it might kill Wolfe or Celeste.
“The blades are poisoned!” I yelled and watched another come behind Celeste. Instantly I moved and pushed Celeste out of the way, feeling the blade enter my shoulder instead of her back.
The ninja dude’s eyes looked shocked to see me standing there, and the pain made me grunt as I had to adjust and push it back. My knee shot out and he bent over in agony. With one hand I grabbed his hood and yanked down to smash his nose against my knee. Blood went everywhere as the delicate cartilage gave way.
I used him as an anchor to side kick the next one coming at me. Celeste took over and I shoved the one in my good hand to the floor and then stomped down. In the place of cool logic it was easy to ignore the way the bones and brain squished beneath my boot like a rotten egg.
The knife in my shoulder burned and I ripped it out and whirled around, flicking it just so. The blade buried in the belly of another – hilt deep. Instantly the poison affected them and they went down with a shudder.
I could feel myself slowing down as my body tried to heal the damage from the poison.
Wolfe called my name, but he had his hands full. Two more jumped from the rafters and the situation seemed dire. I wasn’t sure how much more poison I could take without shutting down. I wouldn’t die, but my body would take over to make sure it could heal without interference. I was more worried about Wolfe or Celeste getting scratched and that being the end for them.
With all my considerable strength I grabbed another giant hotpot and tossed it at another attacker while Tiberius crunched down on a second’s ankle. The snap of bone and the following scream rattled the windows.
Finally palace guards poured into the restaurant, taking down more of them. A glint of another blade and my mind followed the trajectory – slowing down time so I could see every detail and outcome.
It headed straight for Wolfe.
I was going to be too slow. My feet moved but it felt like I stood in molasses. There was only one other thing I could possibly do. “Tiberius!” I screeched. Commanding him in Russian as quickly and concisely as I could.
The cub sailed through the air and then hit Wolfe right at the knee. The captain and the cub both went down as I threw a plate. The plate intercepted the knife and redirected it. Both clattered to the floor and my feet tangled up. My knees hit the ground hard.
My hand went to my stomach and I lifted up my shirt, sensing the guards neutralizing the danger. I gritted my teeth and winced when I saw the damage. It wasn’t deep enough to gut me, but the black veins and deep cut slowed me down.
It took way too much effort to keep my eyes open and Wolfe grabbed my arms, talking and promising me it would be okay.
“I’ll be fine,” I slurred. “Just make sure one of them is alive.”
My hand fumbled with my pocket but I was able to get the vial out and toss it back, swallowing the concoction instead of injecting it. Instantly the fuzzy poison receded and my shoulder tingled. My stomach took longer, but I was able to open my eyes and smile at Wolfe.
“Don’t worry. I was built to be indestructible.”
The look he gave me wasn’t one of relief and I knew deep down he wondered if I was still as broken as I’d been on Panthera. As I grinned at him, I knew I was – I was just better at pretending to be a functioning person now.





CHAPTER TWELVE

“Are you all right? What the hell was that?” Wolfe asked, holding my face and searching my eyes, my skin, and my shoulder. “Was that another serum?” he demanded.
“I’m fine,” I said, pushing him off me to look him over. There wasn’t a scratch on him, but still I pulled and pushed, lifting his shirt, checking his bruises and his face.
Chase let me and then gently grabbed my wrists. Looking into those bright green eyes settled me and I was able to process that he was fine. Then the pain hit. I checked my wounds again. My shoulder was already back to red and pink instead of black, but it hurt more than I thought it would as the muscle stitched back together. The black veins on my stomach receded and the bleeding slowed.
“It wasn’t a serum,” I reassured him. “It’s just a healing dose Lyn gave me. Don’t worry; I checked it before deeming it safe.”
Chase grumbled and took a med-seal from one of the guards. He peeled the plastic off and placed it over my stomach. Instantly the cool soothing sensation spread and my skin tingled as the healing sped up even further. “I really don’t think you should be using Lyn’s serums after everything she’s done.”
I took the second patch and slapped it over my shoulder. “She saved my life, I trust her more than I trust most people,” I snapped, on edge as I checked every window, door, and rafter.
This was no random attack. We’d been followed and targeted. I’d already checked Tiberius and was relieved to see that there were no scratches on him thanks to his thick coat. Looking around at all the carnage made me sick. I felt bad for the family and the restaurant. Because of us their place of business had been wrecked.
The murmured conversations between the Empress’s guards were filed into the back of my mind as I tried to process why we’d been attacked. Was it because we were outsiders? Or was it something bigger – had someone overheard the rebellion plans and told?
“Are any of them still alive?” I asked.
“Two are. The guards had to take down more of them in the street which is why it took a while to get to us,” he said.
Celeste dusted off her dress and crossed her arms over her chest. “This is the last time I go unarmed to a treaty. I don’t like trusting a stranger to keep me safe from their own people.”
“I agree,” I muttered. Which is exactly why I’d stashed my pistol and a knife. Tiberius was a weapon in his own right. “But I’ll keep you safe, Princess.” I elbowed Celeste and she glared at me.
Ryojin had made me into a weapon and I may as well use it to my benefit while I could.
Chase kept shooting me looks. I knew he was worried about me, about what he’d seen, but there wasn’t a lot either of us could do about it. Being broken – it wasn’t temporary once it happened. When something so life altering took your heart and soul and shattered them, exposing the very core of you and then shredding that as well…
Ryojin had taken my basic truth for himself. It was easy to hate him, but the cool logic I possessed was impressed with his level of skill and manipulation. He’d made me what I was by breaking me, shaping me, molding me into what he needed and wanted. Then he’d ensured obedience with the brainwashing—programming.
I dusted off my pants and then the boots he’d given me, scraping the blood and brain matter from the bottom and realizing on some level that I wasn’t just a weapon, I was a monster in a pretty package. It took absolutely nothing for me to take that one step sideways and do what needed to be done, no matter what it was.
When I let my emotions have an opinion, they focused on Chase Wolfe, my twin, Tiberius, and even Celeste. Outside of them I didn’t give a flying fuck about anything else. For them I would ruin myself even further, break myself down to the marrow if necessary and let that monster out. I knew what I was capable of, what I could withstand, and the pain I could handle.
For them I would bring myself to the brink of death as many times as necessary – because I knew I couldn’t handle what would come if anything happened to them. I’d rather endure the physical pain, no matter how brutal and agonizing than the emotional devastation I’d felt when I’d watched that transport explode into a million tiny pieces—thinking Wolfe had been onboard.
So despite Celeste rolling her eyes at my joke she gave me a second look, one that had a sliver of worry about my sanity. Because I hid behind sass and sarcasm knowing it was far easier to hide behind a smile than it was to lock myself in my quarters and show any of the sharp jagged edges of my soul.
“Who are they?” I asked in Mandarin, grabbing a guard’s arm as he passed. “Do you know why they attacked us and with poison?” And not something much easier, like say, a bomb?
He glanced between me and Chase. “Separatists,” he spat. “They want us to move towards a more Federation friendly government and culture, giving up everything for the power of the Galactic Federation. Purists are those of us who still hold onto honor until our dying breath.”
“Don’t worry, Ms. Anderson. We will bring these men to Empress Suseri and she will do what is necessary,” another reassured me.
I nodded and went to one of the dead Separatists. Celeste had cracked his neck as easily as one would an egg. Crouching down I used a finger to lift the cloth from his face, tugging until I could get a better look.
Something caught my eye and I pushed his chin up and then cursed. Fucking Ryojin—the seal of his family was burned into the man’s neck. He would seed a movement on planets that could cause me problems in the future.
“We need to see the empress right now,” I said, searching the body for any other clues. I did find a vial of the poison and a few more knives. There was no device, but one of the other Separatists had to have one—a way to communicate with each other and a way to report to Ryojin. “Search them!” I yelled in Mandarin, panic rising.
No one could have the chance to send a message to Ryojin letting him know we were here. If he knew then he’d guess my plan and because of how well he knew me I had no doubt he’d guess right.
Only two of the attackers were left alive, but that didn’t mention others that might have escaped when they saw the guards coming. If they knew we were here to even target us…
“Shit, we need to speak to the empress and get the hell out of here,” I said, tucking the knives into my boots before hauling the dead body over my shoulder. “Let’s go.”
Chase grabbed the two live ones and followed me, making quick time back to the palace, Tiberius wasn’t far behind us.
Based on our arrival time, the time we’d spent chatting with Suseri and the last forty-three minutes in the city…Ryojin would receive a message of our presence in ten minutes unless there was a direct line. If he had a direct line he could already be on his way.
What would he do to Kami Prime and the people? Would he punish them? Whether the empress decided to join us or not, Ryojin would suspect them.
“You think it’s Ryojin?” Chase asked.
Celeste jogged to catch up and I internally groaned to think of all the stairs I’d have to walk up.
“I do,” I answered. No one needed me to tell them why this was a very bad thing. I couldn’t afford to be anywhere near Ryojin on the off chance he could reach me with those damn commands of his.
“This way,” a guard directed me.
We went around instead of up thousands of stairs and he led me and the crew through the side door. Stairs went down instead of up from the side door and I knew we were headed to a place I wouldn’t like.
I signaled Tiberius to stand guard on the surface just in case I was right.
The stairway was dark and dusty. It reminded me of the stairway I’d almost been trapped in at the abandoned hospital when I’d first woken up. Shaking my head to rid myself of the memory, I followed the head guard to a large dungeon-like room. He pointed and the dead bodies were laid out on the tables to be inspected, scanned, and stripped from what I could glean.
Dropping my dead Separatist I immediately followed the pairs of guards to see what they would do with the ones that were still alive. Ryojin had trained me to get answers by any means possible, didn’t mean I had the time or stomach for it at the moment. Getting Wolfe and Celeste off the planet was a much better plan.
The second we were through that gate he couldn’t follow us, but the Xiang Galaxy, Kami Prime and the empress…I had no idea what he’d do to them.
“What happened?” Empress Suseri demanded, flinging the ancient door open and looking at me and my crew in concern. “How are these three injured when I specifically said to keep them safe?”
I let the head guard flounder. I wanted to know the answer to that question myself. For a people so good at sneaking around, they’d barely been able to catch the Separatists and that worried me even more. Was Ryojin illegally experimenting on citizens?
“Empress,” the man said, dropping to his knees and placing his head to the ground. “I apologize, but we did not see them. They must have been lying in wait.”
Which meant they’d expected us and internally I panicked as I tried to figure out how they knew where we were headed, what had they somehow overheard? No one knew where I’d been going, I hadn’t even known until I’d found it. So they were following us. That was the only explanation, but how?
The city was ancient. There had to be tunnels or secret passages. The Separatists weren’t sorcerers. Then they probably had access to the palace as well.
“You need to search the palace,” I told Suseri. “Ryojin is using these Separatists to keep your people weak and divided. It’s the easiest tactic, the best one. He keeps you fighting amongst yourselves and you never band together to become a real threat. Something about your planet, your kingdom, and your people are a threat to the Federation and they might be on their way at this very moment.” I waved at the bodies. “We have to decide right now, make a plan, and protect your people if we can.”
I didn’t care about much outside the forces we would lose and the lives of Chase, Celeste, and Tiberius, but without Suseri’s help we couldn’t free the prisoners and we couldn’t get the cure to the genetically targeted disease. But I could say all the right words. I’d been made in Ryojin’s image after all.
And I knew how terrible of a person I was for that, but my priorities had narrowed drastically. Anything past basic survival was too much to ask. I would help Kris make the universe safe for us, and then I’d find somewhere nice to settle down where I could help people – try to make up for everything I’d done and all the lives I’d taken.
“Outside the palace guards, and the guards around the planet to uphold the law and keep the people safe – any military force was disbanded. Our forces were once fifteen billion strong,” Suseri explained, studying the mark on the neck of one of the Separatists.
I admired her ability to stomach all the dead bodies. I hadn’t been sure a sheltered princess could deal with the grittier side of things.
“But part of our religion is the protection of others, and due to the religious freedom the Federation grants us, every citizen learns martial arts and the ability to see but not be seen, to hear, but not be heard. We are nothing more than shadows in the wind,” she said, closing the man’s eyes and moving on to the ones that were still unconscious.
Ninjas, I freaking knew it. The Separatists had to be the same, but something more since Ryojin had a hand in their existence.
“Because of this and our technology we were able to keep the Federation at bay for centuries. They didn’t like that we’d abandoned Earth for our own world and freedom. The Japanese wanted to eradicate our culture and way of life three hundred and fifty years ago, so we left. And we’ve been better for it. We mixed our culture with technology, but never gave in to the seduction of tech as most have. We still use blades, poison, and our natural skills unlike the cyborgs or the mecha skeletons others have used.” Suseri shook her head and slid a pin from her headdress. It was razor sharp.
She gently took the Separatists hand and turned it palm up with care. One quick jab, so fast I almost flinched. The man yelled and jerked awake as blood welled to the surface of his palm.
“Have you sent the message?” she demanded. The guards took a step back at the quiet fury in her voice and my respect for her increased further. This was a woman you didn’t screw with and I could get behind that – girl power and all.
“General Ryojin knows about the treason you consider,” he spat, glaring at me and then the empress. “He will know what to do with you.”
“Is he on his way here now?” I asked, taking a step forward. “Did he give you a device?”
The way he tilted his head…I slid my knife from my boot and crossed the space before anyone had even realized I’d moved. The reaction was like a balm as they all jerked back and away, trying to figure out how; all except my crew.
My knife sliced the mark on his neck and blood spurted. There were shouts for me to stop. We had two of them; if this one died it was of no consequence. My fingers slid beneath his skin, feeling for the device I knew was there. A warm piece of metal met my fingertips and I grasped it, yanking it out when the tendons tried to keep it from me.
I brought the device closer to my face to inspect it; my blood covered hand didn’t bother me at all. It was some sort of remote communicator, maybe a tracker too if Ryojin wanted. What else did it do?
“What is that?” Chase asked, stepping closer to get a better look.
“I’m taking this one,” I said, accepting a rag from one of the guards to wipe it off. Then the blood from my hands, but it stained like it always did, getting under my fingernails and leaving a cloying smell I hated. “If I can hack into it I might be able to follow the signal to Ryojin.”
“Can you really do that?” Suseri asked, waving a hand for one of her guards to cut another out of one of the dead Separatists.
The one in the chair gurgled, but he was still alive. Another guard slapped a med-seal on his neck and shot me an annoyed look. I shrugged and took my plex from my pocket to scan the communications device. He wouldn’t have talked, now maybe he would.
“I can try, but we need an answer and a plan now,” I told Suseri. “I can’t be here if Ryojin comes.”
If that happened, everyone would die. Ryojin would want to punish me for taking Kris from him, for trying to build something that could destroy him…yeah he’d use me to destroy everything and there was a 95.6% chance he’d succeed.
“We have an underground militia,” Suseri admitted. “Warships hidden and about three billion fighters, I can give you ten million tomorrow, but we will need to sign a treaty, sign an agreement for a proper coalition, and I will need your word the Jaguarundi will aide us against the Federation.” The empress said the last bit to me.
I glanced up from the device’s scan and nodded. “I’ll tell Bagheera to make it a priority. This wasn’t planned, but I’m also not surprised.”
She needed to eradicate the Separatists now more than ever.
“Help us free the prisoners and save the lives of every genetically engineered soldier and we will come back to guard your galaxy as we plan for the next phase,” I told Suseri. “I’ll build you a shield and you’ll have access in a few days.”
Celeste’s eyebrows rose, but she didn’t question me. She only held out her plex and Suseri placed her palm on top to add her genetic scan to the agreement. One down, two more to go.
Tiberius ran into the room and huffed, pushing me towards the door. My stomach sank. “Time to go!”
Chase kissed Suseri on the cheek and squeezed her hand. “Let him look, it will buy us all time.”
The empress nodded her head. “We will endure as we always have.”
I ran up the stairs, shouting for Chase to follow. Celeste was already ahead of us, powering up Kris’s ship remotely. Tiberius ran full tilt to the ship and I was close behind, taking the shortest route possible and cutting across the expansive grass to the landing pad.
Glancing back at Chase I noticed he was slower than normal, if only by the tiniest fraction. Damn it, we never should have let him leave the ship. I watched him as we made our way to the landing pad, much slower than I would have preferred. Each second made my nerves and muscles tighten. The longer we were on Kami Prime, the more likely it would be for Ryojin to catch sight of us.
I took the stairs up into the transport in one leaping bound and instantly powered up the scrambler and the sight shield. My hand slapped the scanner to get the gate jumper working and I didn’t even bother to strap in.
“Welcome back, Katerina. I hope you enjoyed your trip,” Kori said, bringing up all the displays I requested.
“Just get us out of here,” I told the computer. “We need to disappear and leave the galaxy. I want the best route to hide from a Federation ship to the coordinates of the Xiang gate.”
“First strap in,” Kori admonished.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” I strapped in, glaring at the place where I thought the ship’s main computer was housed.
“This is exactly why we removed them,” Chase said, strapping in as well. “Shield is at one hundred percent, scrambler activated. But if we aren’t off the ground in twenty seconds Ryojin will find us.”
“Hold on,” I muttered, cranking the engines up to full power, my legs tightening on Tiberius to keep him in place.
I yanked the steering straight up and used full thrust. The ship went vertical at full speed and we all slammed back into our chairs. Gravity and the atmosphere slowed us down but I went in a straight line with minimal change. The entire ship shuddered as I pushed it to its limits.
Exactly as I used to do when I had raced.
The adrenaline filled my veins and despite the dire situation I grinned as I used every piloting skill I possessed to time it perfectly. The second we left atmo I veered the ship to the left in a spin, anticipating Ryojin’s path. He would send scouts first, or come down in a transport, leaving the bigger ship to orbit the planet.
The hard left had us all gritting our teeth to hold on. Then the ship was grabbed by the moon’s gravity for a split second as I flew around it, and then it launched us even faster and harder into space. I kept to the far side of each moon before we hit empty space and I prayed the shield and scrambler would keep us off the Federation scanners.
Tapping in the codes for the gate I knew I only had thirty seconds between the ship landing on Kami Prime and the next to hide the gate. Twenty seconds now. Now that we were out of the atmosphere we picked up speed and I increased it to as much as I thought we could stand.
“Kori, can you scan the gate in the Sarmatian galaxy? Are there ships nearby?”
We would be so screwed if there were.
“I cannot until the gate is fully active,” she replied unhelpfully.
“Of course not.”
“We have to take the risk,” Chase said. “Just go.”
My knuckles were white and I felt bones pop with the strain. It was addictive and risky and I loved it, which only confirmed to me how messed up I still was. It wasn’t a fight in the pits. No, the real danger was even better.
I increased our speed again and aimed, activating the gate and I watched it fill right before we slammed through.
Then nothing.
“Two ships detected at eighty degrees,” Kori alerted me.
“Shit!” I jerked the steering and narrowly missed the ships.
Chase let out a string of curses I’d never heard before as he held on tight and Celeste muttered Sarmatian prayers behind me. Tiberius just hunkered down until he was nearly flush with the floor, solid and immovable.
It took everything I had not to scratch along the side of the ships, my mind moving at rates I’d never experienced before as I calculated the speed of the other ship, the speed of mine, plus the directions, the thrust, the angle—I had three inches to spare when I angled us just so in a spinning move that shot me through space in a direct path to the larger planet near Sarmatia.
The ship slowed when I took a slow loop around and directed us back towards Sarmatia and the Wolfegang.
No one said anything for a few minutes and I breathed hard, unable to release my fingers from the steering. At least the gate closed after fifteen seconds on its own.
“Everyone still alive?” I asked, checking the displays for any damage to the ship.
“Surprisingly,” Celeste replied, her voice slightly shaky.
I smirked and set a course to the Wolfegang. “Glad I could surprise you,” I said.
Chase laughed and that laugh turned into a cough. My head whipped to the side and I narrowed my eyes, inspecting him – every minute detail. There was a sheen of sweat on his forehead, and the blood flecked on his hand from the coughing was impossible to hide from me.
The disease had found him.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I hovered while Dr. Wallace and Dashka checked Chase over. He kept reassuring them he was fine, but we all knew better. He never got sick, as a genetically engineered soldier he was never supposed to get sick. There was no reason for him to be coughing.
“It has to be airborne,” Dashka said as she studied the scans. “You didn’t touch anyone did you?”
My mind went through every moment from when we left to this one and I knew there was one very obvious possibility. “The Separatists could be carriers.” Everyone turned to look at me and I grimaced as I remembered every moment he’d come in contact with them. “We couldn’t cover him in bubble wrap. And if you’re right, all they’d have to do is breathe on him. You don’t have to touch anyone for that.”
Chase shrugged and squeezed Dashka’s hand in reassurance. “I had to be the one to go; it was a risk I had to take. No one else would have been granted an audience with Suseri.”
Dashka snatched her hand out of his and crossed her arms over her chest to glare at Kris. “I don’t think you should be involved at all, Chase.”
I sighed and tugged on a curl. This conversation had gone in circles a few times and nothing bothered me more than unnecessary repetition.
“Dashka, I’m already committed, help us or don’t,” Chase snapped.
Instantly I turned and left the infirmary. It was like when both of my parents used to argue. It made me uncomfortable and left a bad taste in my mouth. I’d let them handle it and figure out what I could do in the meantime, because I didn’t want to stand there awkwardly and listen to it.
“I’m sorry about the captain, Kat,” Kris said, catching up to me.
“Need any help with the gates?” I asked, changing the subject. I wasn’t ready to talk to him about my fears when it came to the man I loved. There was nothing I could do to help Chase. Getting the ships ready and getting that cure was the best I could do.
And I wouldn’t fail.
“Yeah, I could use an extra pair of hands,” my twin said carefully, knowing how close I was to losing control of my emotions. No one could afford that.
I slipped the tiny device from my pocket and glanced up to see Tiberius in the metal rafters as we made our way down the stairs to the cargo bay. There had to be a way to hack into it without damaging it or giving away our location. It was currently off and unable to track…it would be a risk to turn it on so I could access whatever secrets were hidden in there.
“What are you going to do with that?” Kris asked me.
He’d set up a table in the cargo hold and Sascha was sitting there, working on a part for the gate. Kris moved another box in place for me to sit on and handed me the tools and parts that I’d need.
“I’m going to find a way to track Ryojin with it,” I told him. Transmissions went two ways. But because it was Ryojin it wouldn’t be easy. “That way we can avoid him, or hunt him down.”
Kris nodded and quickly gave me a rundown on what I was supposed to do. I focused on his words and the parts, memorizing the science and technology for a few moments before I got to work. There was no manual for something as sensitive as gate tech. It was word of mouth only.
“Do you plan to kill him?” Sascha asked. She clicked a part into place and set the finished tech aside to start on another one.
“If I can break the brainwashing I will. But it would be easier if someone else just killed him,” I muttered, tightening the seal. “Gates use crystals to open portals through space?”
Kris nodded and opened a massive case full of crystals in every shade and size. “It is delicate work, but I hear you’re already familiar with them.”
I nodded and wondered why the Federation had moved away from crystal tech. Maybe the Olkchen had a hand in it. “What about the extra ships orbiting the planet?” It had been a close call when we’d burst through the Sarmatian gate.
Kris focused on the tech as he carefully slid in a crystal in a blue so dark it looked black. “Rebels are arriving to help us with the next attack. We’ll use the gates already in place for most of them and then these devices on ships where I know I can trust the pilot.”
“Chase would be a good option,” I said, testing the crystals power level with a tool. “He was one of the best pilot’s in the Federation.”
Kris shrugged a shoulder but didn’t say anything.
I set down the tool and glared at my brother. “What?”
Kris glanced between me and Sascha before he sighed and put everything down like he expected a physical fight. “You may trust him Kat, but I don’t know him well. I can’t just give him access to my strongest weapon against the Federation.” The way my twin looked at me, it was almost pity in his eyes.
“But you can trust me?” I demanded. “I just spent the last few months working for Ryojin, actively sabotaging the Jaguarundi, but you trust me? You trust me not to simply tell him what I know? What I can figure out without you bringing me in?” Too many ignored emotions had me on the edge and raring for a fight.
I wanted him to argue with me, to tell me something else that would infuriate me. I was practically begging him to do it. And it was because I was angry at everything and everyone. There was nothing I could do to change what had happened with Chase on Kami Prime.
He was right, Chase Wolfe was the only one who could have gone there and talked to the empress. He had been the only one who could be used as leverage to help her decide to join us. Without his presence we would have been sent away.
“Ten million fighters were what we got out of Chase risking his life,” I told Kris. “Now if we don’t get that cure he will die, for you. And yet you still don’t trust him.”
“He’s your boyfriend,” Kris said with a shrug. “Not mine. I’ve known him for all of two seconds. He’s from a noble family steeped in the Federation. His sister is still trying to convince him to leave the rebellion. It’s only a precaution for now. Everyone goes through this.”
Sascha’s eyes flicked between the two of us as we stared each other down. I tried to tell myself he was being cautious and making the right choice in the long run but it still pissed me off, and anger was an emotion I’d never learned to deal with well.
“Then why give me access to your ships, the gates, the tech?” I asked. “Why am I not being vetted?”
Kris went back to work, my twin could always sense when I was about to back down. It was annoying as hell. “You’re my sister. You get preferential treatment because I say so, because I know you, and I know that no matter what you will protect me and this information at all costs. Even if it’s just to make sure Ryojin doesn’t get his hands on it.”
“That’s not very fair,” I muttered.
“Yeah, well, welcome to nepotism.” God, my brother was annoying.
Kris was right about keeping it from Ryojin, but I was less trustworthy than he thought. The general still controlled me, he could order me to tell him anything and everything whether I wanted to or not. I couldn’t tell if Kris didn’t think that was a risk, or if he thought the distance was enough. The universe was a big place, but we were planning to attack Federation prisons.
The chances the general would get ahold of me were much higher than I think my twin realized.
I pushed aside the finished gate tech and tapped the device I’d ripped from the Separatist’s neck. This was my key to everything. Ryojin might not know that I had it, and even if he did he would never suspect me of using it to track him since it could very easily track me.
“How are you going to activate it without letting the general see our location?” Sascha asked, finishing another mini gate.
“I’m not sure yet.”
There was still a lot to consider. The information on it could be invaluable, but I didn’t trust that I could do it without sending out a ping the second I turned it on. I needed to take a ship, use a gate to get to a remote location, and then do it from there.
Then Ricky was building another gate we were supposed to take to Reidgotaland. I had a feeling we would need it soon. That one would be on me. Andvari and I had our ups and downs, but I was pretty confident I could ask Alva and the king to assist without resistance from them.
There was too much to do in a short amount of time. How was I going to get the cure for Chase and free the prisoners in time when Ryojin had so many soldiers, resources, ships, and weapons? We were going to hit him fast and hard, but if he didn’t leave the Xiang galaxy that was ten million soldiers we weren’t going to have access to.
We were nothing compared to the Federation. We had to pick a place we could defend with minimal numbers, but there was no such place in space.
But I was the perfect weapon, and so was Kris. Chase was the perfect soldier, and Sascha—she was me and built to be my equal or better in every way. Then we had Celeste who was a freaking Amazon warrior for chrissakes. Between the five of us we could take down anything we wanted, but eventually we would be overwhelmed by the Federation’s numbers.
It wasn’t a simple snatch and grab. If it was just the cure, that would be one thing, but we were trying to save hundreds of thousands of lives, if not more.
“I still think we should hire a few mercenary companies,” Kris said, breaking the awkward silence.
“No.” It was a terrible idea.
“That’s it, just…no?” Kris demanded.
I set down the device and picked up a slice of dark blue crystal. “Mercenaries can be bought by anyone and I assume you don’t have the same access to credits the Federation does. It would be too easy for Ryojin to entice them to switch sides. Money is their only loyalty.”
Kris grunted his agreement, but I could tell he wasn’t ready to let go of the idea.
“Kat,” Wolfe’s deep voice rumbled me and instantly settled the roiling emotions inside. “Everything okay?” he asked.
I turned to see him coming down the stairs. He looked as healthy as ever. Nothing was wrong with him from a cursory glance. If I didn’t know he was sick I’d never be able to tell. Instantly I was on my feet and taking the stairs two at a time.
“I’m fine, but what about you?” I asked. It was instinct to hold his face, as natural as breathing. But his look of surprise made me take a step back. I wasn’t usually so affectionate, and definitely not in front of people.
Celeste came down the stairs and brushed past us. “I’m going to visit with my sister and family, see what else I can do to help convince her to join.” She didn’t bother waiting for permission or acknowledgement. It was one of the things I loved about her.
“Tell her I said hi!” I called after her.
Celeste waved me off and stepped up into the transport.
Chase settled his hands on my waist so I couldn’t go anywhere, the alarm of the airlock closing blared. When it quieted and Celeste was gone he leaned forward. “I’m okay for now,” he said. “But I’d like to have Dr. Wallace check out your wounds.”
I wanted to shake him off and ignore his words, but this was part of being in a relationship. “I promise I’m fine,” I told him. “Look.” I pulled off the seal on my stomach and showed him the smooth and perfect skin underneath. Then I did the same with my shoulder.
Wolfe bent down and kissed the top of my shoulder and instantly I felt flushed and self-conscious. “I’m not worried about the wounds, but if Dr. Wallace could make sure the poison hasn’t done something we couldn’t predict, or even the healing serum. I just want to see a clean bill of health for my own peace of mind.”
The worry and concern in his green eyes melted me and I gave in. “Fine, but let’s get it over with.”
The infirmary felt full as the voices bounced off the walls and it was strange to have so many people other than the crew on board. It wasn’t just the four of us anymore, it was my brother and Sascha and Chase’s sister. Then Dr. Wallace and Rose and who knew who else would be coming to speak with Kris from the newly arrived rebel ships.
There would be more room on the surface of the planet, but Queen Andromache wasn’t ready to be associated with us yet. We’d only gotten one agreement. We still needed so many more to have any effect whatsoever on the Federation.
“Katerina! How are you feeling?” Dr. Wallace asked, coming forward with his scanner already up. “I heard you used one of Lyn’s healing serums on top of poison. Let’s see how you fared.”
I glared at Chase as I sat on the nearest gurney bed. He shrugged with that cocky half-smile and leaned against the wall to watch. Dashka stopped her work to come observe as well. I had to be an exciting new specimen to her scientist’s mind.
“I’ve read your case files,” Dashka said, leaning over Dr. Wallace’s shoulder. “It’s been extremely interesting to see the changes from the beginning to the end. We were able to compare them with the ones Ricky took when you first came onboard as well. The ones the police had when you first woke up are a matter of public record and easy to access if you know where to search.” She smiled up at me and she looked exactly like Lady Wolfe in that moment.
I blinked as I absorbed everything she’d said while Dr. Wallace slowly scanned me. Rose gathered supplies, for what I wasn’t sure, but suddenly I felt like it might be a good idea to jump down and run.
As if she knew what I was thinking, Dashka stuck a needle in my arm to withdraw blood. “The changes are astronomical, even before you were injected with the new serums by Dr. Tallis. It’s no wonder the military wanted to work with you.”
I glanced at Chase and his face was carefully blank. “Yes,” I said slowly. “They just wanted to work with me, not strip my freedom and rights while they brainwashed me.”
Dashka frowned. “Yes, that’s problematic. Most with special genes are compensated for their time and lives. I’ve only ever worked with willing experiments.”
The way she worded it still bothered me. “We’re people, not experiments,” I reminded her. “We aren’t just specimens. We have thoughts and feelings and souls – whatever you want to call it, we have them.”
“Of course,” Dashka said. “That’s never been in question.”
I tilted my head and then glanced at Dr. Wallace who made sure not to meet my gaze. “So we’re experiments with souls, but cannot have a life of our own? I can’t settle down one day and have a family in peace and quiet?”
It was a pipe dream, one I never thought I’d get to have based on reality and percentages. But, if there was even the tiniest chance it could happen I wanted it. I could feel Chase’s gaze burning into me, but I kept my eyes on Dashka instead.
She shrugged and tapped her plex to Dr. Wallace’s so she could study my readouts on her own device. “It depends on the contract. Some people gladly give up their life so their loved ones can be taken care of.”
“Must be nice to have been born into a noble family with so much money and opportunity it didn’t matter if you had to sell your body to science so your brother could eat,” I snapped.
Geez, I had to have PMS or something because I was getting some serious whiplash from my own emotions. It was the anger I couldn’t temper down and shove aside like I did with all the others. Ryojin had built too much on that emotion for me to simply bury it. My fury and hatred towards Donnelly and the Federation was what got me through my training, what helped me hone every skill I possessed.
Dashka blinked at me in surprise, and I wondered if she’d ever thought to look outside her bubble to see what else was there. She’d never questioned why someone had given up their life and body to science. Perhaps she thought the same thing the Federation told everybody. That it was for the greater good so of course those people would help when needed, regardless of the cost to them.
It was an easy lie to believe when you weren’t on the bottom of the food chain or being hunted by the Federation for any number of crimes.
I sighed. “I apologize for my outburst.”
Dr. Wallace cleared his throat awkwardly and handed his tablet over to Rose. “You are perfectly healthy. More than perfect even. There is no trace of the poison, or any remaining damage from it. Your body filtered it out without issue once the healing serum kicked in. And the serum doesn’t seem to have caused any change or damage to your systems based on a side-by-side comparison of your scan from when you first got back from Panthera.”
Ricky stepped out of his office and we stared each other down for a moment. Him assessing me, assessing Dashka and the way Chase stood so close to me. I knew he didn’t approve of me and the captain, but I still hadn’t figured out if it was because he thought I was unstable, or because he didn’t know what a possible child would be like, same as Andvari.
“What did they offer you?” Dashka demanded, her glare at Chase threw me off guard. “What were you promised?”
He shrugged. “It’s not the same as the civilian program. I was offered the ability to become the best of the best and so I took it. I planned to make the military a career, maybe marry in my thirties or forties. It was not the same thing as a desperate civilian looking to make a few extra credits when the crops on a newly terra-formed planet go bad three or four years in a row.”
“They didn’t threaten your family, or force you?” she asked.
At least Dashka had the ability to question everything once she saw a hole in her logic and reality. Not many could. It settled part of that anger I felt. It always festered inside me, whether I was angry at the moment or not.
The whole universe could rot and I wouldn’t care as long as they left me and the ones I loved alone.
“No, Dashka. They did not,” he reassured his sister.
“Could we do a brain scan?” Dr. Wallace asked. “I’d love to compare from my scans on Panthera.”
I lay down on the gurney bed. “Sure doc, knock yourself out.”
“I’ll never get used to the slang,” he muttered as he attached a few stickers to my forehead.
“They just took you?” Dashka asked me, her furrowed brow kind of cute.
“Well basically. When Lt. Donnelly found out about my condition he wanted me so he could try and cure the side effects of the serum on soldiers and himself. He was slowly losing his mind, and it’s a widespread side effect. They usually terminate those soldiers or imprison them. Which is what our next mission is – we’re going to free them and ask them to join us.”
It was difficult to explain, but now that everyone knew what year I was born it wasn’t so bad. “I assume it made it easier since I had no legitimate records, only the fake ident chip Ricky had made me, but even then I’d used a disguise on Enzo. Donnelly is a poor example. When Ryojin took over on my case he didn’t let me go, but he did compensate me for all my work.”
Every credit was in my bag too. I’d kept it all on a chip and then transferred it to an unidentifiable chip so if and when I ever used it there would be no way to trace my location. Ever since leaving Ryojin I’d had to think about a million tiny details like that. The ident chip he’d made me, legitimate and stating my actual year of birth, as well as the stamp of approval from the Federation, was in a locked box lined with lead and a scrambler.
There was no tracker on the ident chip and I didn’t want to get rid of it. It was the only thing that proved I existed as a real human being, one with rights and a citizenship. And Ryojin had known I couldn’t resist having my place in the universe. But it wasn’t safe to use. The second I used it, Ryojin would know my exact location.
And as long as no one else used their ident chip on a Federation spaceport or planet we couldn’t be found by a simple scan. The crew was much too smart for that, most of the time we used fake ident chips.
“Your brain activity is off the charts,” Dr. Wallace said. “The brain waves do seem to have stabilized a bit. The meditation exercises I gave you been helping?”
I sat up and smiled at him. “They’ve been great, thanks doc.”
Chase helped me off the gurney bed and I turned to leave, noticing the way Ricky studied my brain scan from across the room.
I may appear stable even on the scans, but deep down I knew better how easy it would be to push me over the edge. Being physically perfect was one thing – but I’d always had a volatile personality, an addictive one with a desperate craving for approval. It was what made me so unpredictable and dangerous.
With the right motivation I’d set the world on fire just to watch it burn.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

My hands blindly packed what I needed, what I couldn’t live without while my mind was somewhere else entirely. There was a part of me that wanted to say screw everyone else and just find a hiding spot where no one could ever get to me. But it wasn’t just me, and it never had been if I was honest with myself.
Ever since I woke up from cryostasis I’d been on the search for my twin. Now I had him, and it felt awkward and stunted between us at times which had never been the case before. Kris and I had always been a team, and a damn good one at that. I’d hardly left his side since he’d been diagnosed with cancer.
These three years he was awake without me really put us on two different paths. We hadn’t had the opportunity to grow together as we always had. We were still twins, but was he technically three years older than me now? Logically no, but it sometimes felt that way.
Now that I was part of the rebellion I had to take orders from him same as I had from Ryojin and that felt weird. I’d asked him about taking his ship out for my experiment with the communications device the general had implanted in the Separatists. My natural instinct was to do what I wanted because I knew it was the right choice, but things were different now.
With Dr. Wallace and Rose here, and now Dashka, I didn’t want to undermine him…it was a lot more complicated than just being brother and sister again.
Sascha happily helped him with the massive gate we needed to take to Reidgotaland, and I’d even spied Ricky assisting on occasion despite how much I knew it bothered him to do it. Soon we would have a gate for our allies, or people we hoped would be our allies.
Were three pulse magazines too much? I hesitated and then shrugged. There could never be too much ammunition. I tossed them in along with some food rations and water. Tiberius brought my jacket and leg holster.
“Thanks buddy,” I said, bending down to give him some cuddles. Tiberius butted his head against mine, almost knocking me over with his strength. I smiled and hugged him.
“You know, I wasn’t sure this was a good idea when you first asked me to keep him, but I’m really glad it worked out,” Chase said from my open doorway.
I glanced over my shoulder at him and grinned. “Your face was priceless. I’ll never forget the look of shock and surprise.”
“Need any help?” he asked, stepping into my quarters to inspect my bag. His eyes flicked to the photos I had displayed on the wall and then he paused. “Are some of these new?”
I shrugged and hoisted my pack over my shoulder. “Not new exactly, but I put them up recently.”
Chase traced the actual photographs in wonder, his huge hands careful of the delicate paper. “It would be safer to scan them and put them up,” he murmured.
They’d already been scanned, but I liked having the physical photographs up with the other digital ones I had displayed. It was a contrast of medium and a representation of my life; a blend of the old and the new.
“Is this you?” Chase asked, pointing to one of me and Kris with Grandfather.
“Yeah, that was during Christmas.”
It was strange to think about Christmas; snow, presents, and the day we’d had that picture taken at Grandfather’s cabin in the mountains during the year our parents got divorced.
“What’s Christmas?”
Chase moved onto my prom picture with Trent and Victoria. Then the one with Kevin and me right before I’d undergone cryostasis. There were more of Trent and Victoria and I in front of our cars, in the garage, surfing with Kris…it had been hard to put them all up, but I thought the reminder would be good for me.
These good memories of my past were tucked in with other good memories from this new time and place. There were pictures of Wolfe and me dancing at the party on Reidgotaland, and in the temple at Asgard. There was one at the ice castle and then a few around the ship I’d found on Ricky’s plex before everything had soured between us. They were comforting and highlights of all that I loved about being alive.
I’d have to take one with Kris soon. We didn’t have any together in this new life and that made me feel even stranger.
“Christmas was a holiday that celebrated a few things, but on December twenty-fifth we had a pine tree decorated and there were presents under it for everyone. We would exchange gifts and there was Santa Claus…it was a huge deal,” I explained.
“We don’t have holidays anymore,” he told me. Chase shrugged and followed me out of my room, Tiberius staying close.
“I figured.” I’d been with them for almost a year and never heard anything about a day off for any reason. Even the days of the week weren’t looked at the same way. Everything was on a rotation instead of a Monday through Friday deal.
“I’m coming with you,” Chase told me as we went down the corridor.
I jerked to a halt at the top of the stairs and glared at him. “You’re sick, and I don’t need a babysitter.”
Tiberius trotted down the stairs to the cargo bay where Kris and Sascha were. He seemed to favor them the most. I watched him rub against Kris and then lay next to Sascha, pressed up against her side in my peripheral.
I didn’t want to risk Wolfe getting sicker on the ship in the middle of nowhere when I couldn’t do anything to help him. It scared me to know he was dying. It wasn’t the same as when I found out Kris had cancer. There had been hope he would fight it off, and he had for years. This disease that had infected Wolfe was not the same thing.
There was no doubt. He would die if we couldn’t cure him.
“Both Dashka and Dr. Wallace said the disease was slow. It’s supposed to appear natural so there’s no suspicion.” Chase took a step forward and took my hands in his. “I don’t want you going out there alone, please let me help you.”
I was tense and annoyed. I didn’t need his help, or anyone’s help really, but I’d promised not to try and do everything myself. Even though bringing Wolfe along was more work than it would be if I were to go alone – I could enjoy his company. We rarely got time alone.
“Fine, but I get to drive.”
There was so much that could go wrong. What if Ryojin managed to lock onto my location before I hacked the device and flipped the transmission? That would lead him right to me and now Wolfe. The whole idea had been to keep the danger away from everyone else. The only good thing I could think of was bargaining with Ryojin for the cure, unless he shot us right out of the sky.
My boots on the metal stairs were loud and Kris waved at me without looking up from the gate he worked on. “Be careful Kitty Kat, and don’t scratch my ship.”
I huffed a laugh. He used to say the same thing about his jeep. “I’ve always been a better driver than you,” I told him, kissing his cheek harder than necessary. “I’m surprised the ship is still in one piece with the way you drive.”
“It’s my third one,” Kris said, grabbing a tool Sascha handed him.
I actually laughed out loud. “That sounds more like it.” There was still the twin bond between us, and little moments like that reassured me the change hadn’t ruined what we’d had. It was just different and we had to find our way back to a new normal when nothing around us was normal.
It was more familiar to Kris than me, and there was part of the problem. I was still learning about this new universe. It caused strange chasms between me and Kris, and even Wolfe sometimes.
I was no longer a helpless girl, lost in the future.
The ship recognized my DNA and lowered the stairs into the ship. “I want one of these,” I called back over my shoulder.
“I’ve already got one on its way,” Kris replied.
I grinned at Wolfe and then called for Tiberius. I couldn’t wait to get my hands on it and make my adjustments. It would be a fun project, just like my car used to be. Tweaking anything and everything to make it faster and better. It’d been a long time since I had something relaxing to do, something that didn’t have anything to do with Ryojin, or life and death.
Tiberius settled in a chair instead of between my legs and I strapped him in for the jumps. Chase took the co-pilot’s chair again and I slapped my hand on the console. The ship powered up once it recognized my DNA and Kori greeted me once more.
“Nice to see you again, Ms. Anderson. Where are we headed to this time?” the computer asked.
Chase grinned and tapped in the coordinates I gave him. It would take only a few hyperspace jumps to get there, no need for the built in gate this time. It was a lot like the hyperdrive in that it had access points throughout the universe, but it could go from one to another in one go whereas the hyperdrive could only jump so far.
The airlock behind us closed us off from Kris and Sascha. The second it was properly sealed Chase opened the airlock to space. It took nothing to fly us out and make a beeline to the access point. It was close to the main gate, but not right on top of it. It was interesting to me that there were certain parts of space that were just…thinner than others.
It was the only way I could think to explain it and the only thing that made sense when a gate, a gate access, and a hyperspace jump were within a light-year of each other.
Gritting my teeth for the jump I glanced at Chase and he nodded. Activating the hyperdrive I flew towards the jump point. The moment it activated I jumped, feeling that strange pull at my navel. For whatever reason there was no pull with gates or portals, just that odd nothingness. I didn’t really want to know why they were different.
We popped out a few seconds later and Chase entered in the next set of coordinates. I had to hand it to Kris, his ship handled jumps far better than most ships except the Wolfegang. Whatever Chase had done to the hyperdrive with the crystals smoothed out the transition. The extra power also allowed him to skip jumps. So he could go from one to the third rather than the second. It was a solid escape strategy given his smuggling career.
Tiberius growled on the third jump and we had to take a rest before the fourth. I didn’t want to test the cub’s ability to withstand so much jumping.
“All right, I set up the scrambler and the shield,” I told Chase. “Give it half an hour and we should be able to make the final jump. Set a timer?” I reached up and checked the scanners.
We were in the middle of nowhere with absolutely nothing around us. There was a nebula not too far off with red and gold and blue clouds, but other than that we were alone without even space junk or rocks to keep us company.
Chase threaded his fingers through mine as we stared out at the stars, the nebula and the massive nothingness that stretched on forever. It always made me feel so tiny and insignificant. “I know you wanted to go alone, but thank you for allowing me to come with you. It’s safer this way, and I made you a promise. I will do everything I can to keep you away from Ryojin.”
It was sweet of him to say, and smart not to promise something we both knew he couldn’t uphold. Trying to keep me away was the best anyone could do and I knew I would need it. The general had a siren call I found hard to resist. Whether that was my own weakness, or the brainwashing I couldn’t be sure. I only knew I sometimes wished I could go back.
But why?
“Tell me something,” I murmured, trying to organize my thoughts properly while his thumb stroked the top of my hand. “Do you ever miss the Federation, being in the military, and the life you had as a super soldier despite everything you know now?”
Chase sobered and the smile dropped from his face. “All the time,” he admitted.
“But why?” I asked. “Why is it still so tempting?”
Tiberius got out of his straps and ambled over to lie between us, taking a nap while he could. He’d learned sleep could be few and far between. It wasn’t always easy for him to keep up with me. I stroked his fur as I contemplated Ryojin and my time on Enzo.
Chase shrugged and leaned back in his chair to watch the stars shine. “It was the life I’d always wanted as a kid, the perfect environment for someone like me. And despite everything I told Dashka, I knew if I tried to refuse the Heishi program or if I changed my mind there would be serious, rippling consequences. I got lucky. They discharged me without bothering my family. But I stay away from Earth because the stripping didn’t take. I didn’t want to put my family in danger.”
And now Dashka was here, in danger. I squeezed his hand, but I didn’t regret her presence. She could help cure him and that was worth his life.
“And now?” I asked.
Chase slipped an arm around my shoulders. “Now I know better. The Federation isn’t what I wanted it to be. I wanted to help people and keep them safe. The Federation does the opposite of that, but if something else came along that could satisfy my craving for the structure, comradery, high stakes, and stability then I’d be interested. The Jaguarundi is close, but they have a long way to go and eventually they will be disbanded even if they succeed.”
I moved my chair so I could rest my head on his shoulder. “You really think so?”
He nodded. “There will be no need for them if the Federation agrees and overhauls the military. They could join the military but the current purpose for the Jaguarundi will be gone. And if we fail then it won’t matter.”
Because then we’d be dead.
The reminder sent a spark through me and I stood from my chair. Every moment was precious; every minute I got with Chase was one that could be our last. I ran my hand over the smooth skin of his face and cupped his cheek as I straddled his lap, searching his eyes the entire time.
We’d decided to have a relationship but it wasn’t the same as it would have been back in my time. There was no real dating, no fun events to hang out, or parties to go to, or movies to see in theaters. We had the ship, we travelled, and we fought. That was our normal. We had work to do, but it still was nothing like dating a coworker because the work never really ended.
There was no structure as he’d said. We did whatever needed to be done, when it needed to be done.
We had another twenty minutes where there was nothing required from us.
Chase searched my face, his hands gentle on my waist, but he let me take the lead. He must have felt it too; the near desperation, the need to remind ourselves we were still alive and ready to fight for what we wanted. And I wanted him alive and well, with or without me.
I leaned forward, hesitating for just a moment when I doubted whether this was the right choice – for me and for him. We weren’t in too deep yet, but I could feel the strain to hold back. Soon he would be my whole world and I wasn’t sure I was ready for that yet.
Then Chase wrapped his hand in my hair and yanked me forward, our lips crashed together and the taste of him was like spiced whiskey – hot and delicious. His other hand tightened on my waist and I pressed myself against his massive, muscled chest. I enjoyed every hard line, curve, and dip. My hands explored, slipped under his shirt, and held on while he kissed me like we might not live to see the next day.
My lips tingled and my breathing was ragged. I couldn’t get enough of him, of his taste, and the emotions I could feel pouring from him. He wrapped his arms around me and I could feel the love, the protection, and the desire like a warm blanket. My arms went around his neck and I tried to get closer, feeling the small distance between us like a painful ache.
“Katerina,” Chase murmured against my lips.
I wanted to rip his shirt off his body. “What?” I asked, breathless when his tongue dipped into my mouth and played with mine. I bit his bottom lip and enjoyed the noise he made.
“We don’t have to do this,” he told me, pulling back so he could look me in the eyes.
I stopped trying to pull his shirt off and studied his face, looking for any sign he wasn’t feeling well and the disease was acting up. In that moment I remembered the way Kevin had held me throughout the night before we had our experimental cure, and the two years we were supposed to be in cryostasis, not five hundred.
We hadn’t done anything either and sometimes I wondered why, what had held me back? Was it guilt that I’d essentially be leaving him? Or was I afraid that it would be more of a goodbye?
“Are you scared?” I asked, trying to understand.
He was silent as he traced the curve of my jaw, the line of my brow, and then he pushed back the curls from my face. “I will never get over how beautiful you are – the stark beauty of your eyes, and the ferocity you have. No, I am not afraid, but I don’t want you to feel pressured or unsure either.”
Was I afraid? His thumb traced my bottom lip and my eyes closed. “I’m afraid of losing you for real this time,” I admitted. “I am afraid I won’t enjoy the time I do have with you. There is nothing I want more than to show you how I feel so neither of us can forget no matter what happens.”
With that I yanked his shirt over his head and admired his beautiful brown skin, the defined muscles, and the glittering scar tissue. I ran my fingers over each mark, each old injury, and kissed them before I slipped my jacket off, leaving just my tank top.
His large warm hands skimmed my hips and slid up my ribs, bringing my shirt with it. When I was in just my bra Chase held me close, kissing my shoulder and my neck. “I could never forget you,” he told me.
I smiled. “Good.” When he ran a hand up my spine every thought went out the window as my sensitive skin relished in the feel of his warm calloused hands. “Remind me what we’re fighting for,” I whispered with my forehead against his. I needed this and I needed him. Without Chase I didn’t think I’d get through whatever came next.
Chase gripped me hard and lifted us both up until he was standing and pressed me against the cold wall of the ship. His kisses grew rough and desperate, matching my own. I would never forget what it felt like to be loved by him, hard and rough and desperate for more, to feel that deep human connection as his bare skin met with mine.
When we were flush against each other, as close as we could possibly get, I felt each second etch itself into my memory – a blinding moment of pure bliss as he showed me everything I’d never known I needed.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

We were at the last jump point with absolutely nothing around us except one dwarf planet. It was the perfect place to test my program on the device. There were enough access points I could use a gate jump if I needed to. The scrambler was hit or miss if Ryojin sent someone after the signal.
I readjusted my shirt and pushed my hair back. It was difficult to stop smiling and I felt like a lovesick idiot. The brief moment I’d lost myself in Chase had settled something deep inside me and I’d never felt more in control than I did now. It had been a really long time since I’d been intimate with anybody.
As much as everyone liked to avoid the subject, at least in my time – humans needed that contact whether we wanted to admit it or not.
“Ready?” I asked, getting the device from my pack.
Chase nodded and set the ship to drift in space. We had the shield up and the scrambler going full force. There wasn’t much else I could do to keep us safe.
“If the signal goes out we need to run or hide, which would you prefer?” I asked, setting up my plex and grabbing the tool I needed to open the device. There was a tiny chip that had my program on it and I hoped it would be relatively easy, a quick switch and it would be over, but nothing was ever easy for me.
“Running would leave a trail,” Chase said, checking the weapons for the third time. “We should hide, and if it comes down to it we can take them out. Ryojin will send a scouting party first. He won’t come himself.”
I paused with one tool in my mouth and the device opened to its guts, and then took the screwdriver and got to work. “You really don’t think so? He’d know it was me.”
Chase still hadn’t put his shirt back on and it was distracting. I blinked to refocus and turned back to my work.
“There’s a chance you’d try to trick him by leading him into a trap. Ryojin wouldn’t take the risk and follow a signal blindly in the hopes to recapture you,” Chase explained.
“Can you put a shirt on?” I asked when he leaned over me to check another reading and my hand slipped as the spicy smell of him wafted over me.
“Am I bothering you?” he teased, kissing my cheek before settling back in the co-pilot’s chair.
“Not exactly,” I said, kicking his foot with a grin on my face, my eyes zoomed in to study the tiny parts of the device. Shifting my gaze too fast would make me nauseous. The first time I’d done it had been the only time. I hated throwing up. “But if you don’t cover up I might have to do something about it and we both know we don’t have the time for that.”
Chase chuckled and pulled a shirt over his head. The tight, black fabric didn’t really help. It only accentuated his broad chest and shoulders. I sighed and tried to find the access port again.
“So what exactly are you trying to do,” Chase asked, leaning forward to watch me work.
“I’m trying to access the device’s transmission. It is used to communicate with Ryojin and he can also use it to track the Separatists and their location if he wants to. It looks like a minimum amount of data can be received as well. All I need to do is find the receiver and flip it so I can track the signal back to its source. Locking it into this mode will prevent him from tracking the device’s location.”
I settled my tiny chip just so and then used the tiny solder to keep it in place. My plex would send the command the second I turned the device on, but there was a 64% chance the signal would go out before my program could kick in.
I put down the tools and inspected the device. It was relatively straightforward, but Ryojin had it created. I was prepared for whatever defense system they’d been created with. My plex was powered up and ready to go with the program waiting for my direction.
“Don’t be nervous,” Chase said. “We’ll be fine either way.”
A deep breath and I powered on the device. It took two seconds for my plex to recognize the chip and access the transmission device. Another two seconds to begin the upload. When it stuttered I knew we were in trouble. There was some sort of firewall and my program had to dismantle it before I could access everything. I watched the device start its program and I knew we were fucked.
“I can’t get in fast enough,” I told Chase, my fingers flying over my plex as I tried to speed up the process and break down the firewall myself. “The device just sent out a ping. We’re going to have Federation ships in ten minutes or so.”
He pulled up the 3D display of the weapons on the ship, and then triple-checked the shields and scrambler. “I’m going to fly us to the dwarf planet. The mass of it should help us hide.”
I nodded and flicked my eyes between the device and my plex. I was almost in, a few more seconds and...
“There. Got it and now I just need to set up the incoming transmission to outgoing,” I muttered, selecting what I needed as quickly as possible while Chase flew us to the dark side of the tiny planet. It wasn’t much bigger than a moon.
“Three ships incoming,” Kori warned me. “Should I do a scan?”
“No!” I yelled, turning off the auto-scan. The last thing I needed was to have them find our location because a daft computer wanted to wave hello. “Shut down the engines, keep minimal life support, and no lights.”
Chase nodded. We stayed outside the planet’s orbit so we could hide, but we would drift after a while, and unless the scouts were looking directly at us they would see nothing on their scanners.
“What are the chances they fly around and look here with their own eyeballs?” I asked, watching the coding fly by as my program locked onto the incoming transmission. It flipped and locked it into place.
This was exactly what I’d hoped for, now all I had to do was follow the transmission. I picked up my plex and tapped into it, directing my program to map the signal. It wasn’t easy because it bounced off a thousand different locations to the source.
The engines powered off so we wouldn’t even give off a heat signature and instantly the O2 dropped. My body adjusted and I glanced at Tiberius. Asleep he wouldn’t need much oxygen but we couldn’t keep it this low for long. I’d be the only one who would be alive after thirty minutes. Not to mention how cold it would get.
Already I was shivering and I cursed myself for not bringing anything warmer.
Chase got up, slipping a device over his eyes like glasses so he could keep an eye on the displays, but then he went to the back of the ship. I didn’t bother to look; he knew what he was doing.
My fingers flew and I shivered again. A few more minutes and I’d have him.
“Ships approaching,” Kori whispered. The ship fucking whispered. I muttered my thanks as the air grew even colder.
Chase was breathing heavily when he came back and tossed me a spacesuit. It was nothing like I’d imagined they’d be back in twenty-seventeen. He stepped into his and sealed it. The suit was nearly skintight except for the thick panels of armor on the shins, thighs, arms, and chest. When he turned the entire back had panels to protect the body as well.
“It’ll keep us warmer and give us more oxygen if needed,” he explained.
Almost there. And then I had him. Ryojin was on his ship, moving through space near a Federation base three galaxies away from us. I couldn’t get much more than that. There was no way to access his ship’s computers or find out how many ships were with him.
“It’ll help Tiberius, but not for long,” I told Chase. “There is no spacesuit for the cub, and he’ll suffocate.”
It was something I should look into for the future. Somehow it had never occurred to me he would need it. I almost laughed at the thought of the cub floating around in space, like one of those old comics with a dog in a spacesuit.
I reached up and turned off Kori just in case she did something stupid.
“They’re scanning,” Wolfe whispered.
His breathing was still too ragged for my liking considering he should be able to adjust almost as well as I did. I slipped on the spacesuit, glad I’d worn tight clothing. When it sealed I instantly felt warmer and my core temperature regulated.
No matter how much training I’d had with Lyn, Donnelly, and Ryojin – my body simply did not like the cold. No serum could get me to a functional level. I’d survive, but I’d never be able to run missions in severe negative degree weather.
“How long will it take to power the engines back up and the gate drive if we need to run?” I whispered, though there really was no need.
I slipped on the gloves Chase handed me and sealed those to the suit. A helmet could be activated and it would protect us from space and give us oxygen. I checked the tank and saw I had an hour of oxygen. If we put them on now the cub would have more oxygen that he wouldn’t have to share. But that wasn’t what I was worried about.
I didn’t know the lowest temperature he could stand. Already the ship was down twenty degrees Fahrenheit.
“Thirty seconds for full power on the engines, two minutes for the hyperdrive, and six minutes for the gate drive,” Chase told me, checking the systems on his plex.
Thirty seconds wasn’t so bad, but we’d have to engage while we powered up the others. “We should use the hyperdrive if we can’t kill them all first,” I muttered, checking the weapons we had on board.
There was some cool stuff Kris had, but I didn’t like our limited stores.
Tiberius growled and pressed against me for warmth. Chase handed over the first aid kit and I took the blanket out and wrapped it around the cub, pulling him into my lap.
“How long can you breathe at this level of oxygen?” I asked. I didn’t even feel light headed. The breathing exercises Ryojin taught me for meditation were enough to get me by for a long while, but Chase seemed to be having a hard time.
“Usually an hour,” he told me. “But I think the disease might be causing problems.”
I grabbed his hand and squeezed. “Activate the helmet and use the oxygen tank for now. Hopefully they leave the area soon.”
The helmet went up and I heard his voice through the comms on the suits. “They’ve scanned the whole area twice, looks like they’re searching in patterns to be sure.”
Well, it didn’t look like we were going to get lucky. “Can you slowly power up the engines to minimize the heat signature?”
Chase nodded and started tapping out commands on the console. “Want me to power up the hyperdrive?”
I held on tight to Tiberius and wondered if this was even the right choice. “What do you think?” I asked.
“I’d power up the weapons and have them all active first, then the hyperdrive, and then the gate drive. In that order so that what we need most is readily available and we want to avoid using a gate if at all possible.”
“Perfect,” I agreed.
Chase pulled up the weapons and I watched the displays light up and show a selection. With one hand I went through the options. “You want to shoot or steer?” I asked.
It would be dangerous and Chase had the most experience in space combat. I only knew the theory and the very little I’d experienced escaping Enzo, but on the surface of a planet, a moon, or in a ship? I’d perfected my combat there, with or without weapons.
“How’s your aim?” Chase asked with a grin.
“Better than perfect when we’re not moving,” I told him, pulling up my navigational display. “I’ve never practiced outside a simulator.”
“It’s nothing like a simulator.” Chase grabbed the controls for the weapons and I knew we were going to have to fight our way out of this.
“Great, then I’ll drive.”
The engines were almost at full power. The weapons were at fifty percent and the hyperdrive only ten. The only benefit was life support was back on at one hundred percent and Chase deactivated his helmet. Tiberius slid down to the floor and crawled between my legs to secure himself.
“They’re coming this way,” Chase told me. “Maybe five minutes before they see us.”
“What will Ryojin do when he finds out we’ve been using scramblers?” I asked, gripping the steering in preparation and keeping an eye on all my displays.
“He probably already suspects, but I’ll take out the ships as quickly as possible just in case,” Chase reassured me. “They’ll just be reported as KIA with no known reason.”
I nodded and tightened my grip as the engines hit one hundred percent power. Weapons systems weren’t far behind, but the hyperdrive was taking its sweet time as always. “Ready when you are.”
“Ninety-five percent,” Chase read. “Ninety-eight…” He flipped off the safety. “One hundred percent, and weapons hot. Fly me around and use an escape and evade pattern towards the hyperspace access point.”
I didn’t ease out into space. I jerked the steering forward, catching the gravitational pull of the planet and used it to surf the top of the paltry atmosphere. I pulled out at the last second right when the three ships became visible over the rise. We screamed through space straight at them and they scattered like birds.
Chase didn’t wait to open fire. He sent round after round of pulse fire after them, not once faltering as I spun us three hundred and sixty degrees right through their neat little grouping. It was like we’d worked together for years. Every move I made, Chase anticipated, firing on the scouts.
The first went down so fast I blinked in surprise and then regained my focus. I used the planet as part of our shield, watching the hyperdrive power up in the corner of my eye. Once it was ready to go I’d start on the gate drive just in case.
Because these weren’t normal soldiers. If they were we’d already have taken out all three of them, but I recognized their maneuvers, the attack and retreat Ryojin had taught me and I knew they were genetically engineered, probably with the new serum too.
“Go left,” Chase ordered and I didn’t hesitate.
A sharp left and the both of us braced against the change in direction, Tiberius had his claws in the metal and my legs wrapped around him. Chase activated both cannons and used them to eliminate the enemies’ ability to escape. Another loop around and I tightened my circle around the two remaining ships like a shark in water.
They didn’t use pulse fire on us, but some strange white crackling energy. I flicked Kori back on. “What is that?” I asked, just barely nicking the wing on one of the ships as I made it nearly impossible for one to fire without hitting the other.
“A concentration of energy used to short circuit a ship. If it connects, the energy will suck all power from the ship and render it useless,” Kori explained.
“I didn’t even know they had that,” I muttered as I made sure to stay out of their targeting.
I spun as another ball of white energy came directly at us and then pulled straight up at the last minute. The first one missed, the second one hit the ship behind me and I watched the lights go dark. Without power the soldiers on board would freeze to death, or suffocate.
“Use that ship as a shield,” Chase directed. “When I say, flip it over.”
I checked the console and did the math in my head. We had enough thrust for a maneuver like that, but it would send the ship tumbling into space, and that was no way to die.
“I’ll take it out before we jump,” he promised.
I nodded. At least that would be quick. I pulled on the steering and we went up and around, circling the dead ship like kids around a table. I avoided the white energy while Chase shot the red pulse fire incessantly.
The other pilot was damn good to avoid the spray Chase managed from both cannons. Then he shouted and I went under, flicking one wing of the dead ship as I went forward. It flipped up into a tumbling spin straight at the ship behind us. Chase anticipated the trajectory the pilot would use to avoid smashing into his own companion and fired.
Both ships burst into a million fiery pieces, pushing Kris’s ship with the wave of the explosion.
I loosened my grip, but I still didn’t let go of the steering. “They’re both dead?” I asked.
“Scanning for signs of life,” Kori told me. “No vital signs available for scan.”
Slowly I let out a breath and shook my hands to ease some of the tightness.
“We need to leave now, before Ryojin sends more ships,” Chase said, activating the hyperdrive.
I flew us to the access point and tried not to think about the soldiers we’d killed. That had been only three ships. We were about to start a war with the Federation. There would be a lot more lives lost and taken. “Ready for jump in three, two, one…” I placed my hand on the console and the ship jumped.
That pull on my navel and then we were out. I jumped to two different locations we’d scouted previously to confuse the trail, hoping the scrambler and shield would help even more. I had to stop at the third jump to catch my breath, regroup, and plot a new jump course that would safely take us back to a gate, or Sarmatia.
“Are you okay?” Chase asked, studying my face.
I didn’t know what he was looking for exactly, but I nodded. “I’m fine, it’s not the first time I’ve killed someone, even indirectly.”
“I know, but it’s not easy.” He took my gloved hand in his and placed a kiss on my knuckles. “I’ve been doing this for most of my life and it’s still hard.”
I let him pull me into his lap and wrap his arms around my waist. It wasn’t that the killing was hard exactly.
“It’s never bothered me,” I confessed. “Ever since I killed Donnelly…it’s been easy. And that’s what bothers me the most. I know I should care. I’ve done a lot to avoid killing on accident, but when it comes down to me and them, or you and them? I feel nothing.”
There was that appraising look again and I wondered if he thought I was a monster. It made me pull away and I found Tiberius studying me with nearly the same look, like I was unhinged and they were trying to find out exactly how much.
“You killed Donnelly?” Chase asked, watching the way I checked every system just to avoid looking at him.
“Ryojin ordered me to do it, so I didn’t really have a choice, but yes. I killed Donnelly. I slit his throat like he was a pig for slaughter. He died choking on his own blood. It was the least he deserved for killing you.” It still infuriated me even though Wolfe was alive, and not dead. Donnelly hadn’t known Wolfe had faked his death. He was fine with killing the captain, going back on our deal, torturing me, threatening the cub, and then there was his desire to dissect me.
I’d buried it all, but it was part of that festering rage that never really left me, it just got pushed down.
“I’m glad,” Chase said. “He was a threat to you, to Kris, to everyone in the state he was. Donnelly had to be put down.”
“You don’t think I’m a monster?” I asked quietly, checking my new jump route against the database, still unable to look Chase in the eyes. In case there was something there I didn’t want to see.
“I think we all do what needs to be done to survive. Sometimes that means we have to be the monster, but it’s not who you are. It’s just who you need to be to survive.” I watched him shrug in my periphery. “As much as we like to talk about peace and what is right, what is fair or moral, every human is biologically programmed to survive and fight back. We can’t help it. And the ‘evolution’ Lyn has pushed with her serums? That makes us more logical and less emotional. We can make rational, logical choices that get things done, with minimal casualties. But there are almost always casualties. As long as you can find the solution with the least deaths you’re doing the best you can.”
Then Chase grabbed my hand and pulled me back into his lap and kissed me hard enough I felt my lips bruise, but it was exactly what I needed just then. I needed the reminder that no matter how crazy or monstrous I was, he was still there for me and loved me no matter what, even if I was a hot mess.
“What would I do without you?” I asked, pressing my forehead to his as I enjoyed how hard his hands gripped my hips.
Chase grinned. “Probably end up crazier than you already are.”
I smacked his chest, but I was laughing. “Let’s get back home; we have a lot of work to do.”
“The Wolfegang?” Chase clarified.
I nodded and smiled as I steered us to the next jump point that would take us to a nearby gate. “Yeah, home.”
Chase’s grin widened at my words. “Ready when you are.”





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

“I see you couldn’t bring it back unscratched,” Kris griped, checking over his precious ship.
“Yeah, we’re okay – managed to survive and all that.” I tossed the device to Kris. “You’re welcome.”
Chase chuckled and hoisted my pack over his shoulder before climbing up the stairs to check in with his sister again.
Sascha came and gave me an awkward little side-hug. “We missed you,” she stated. “Your Sarmatian sent news she is still with her family, but to send word if she is needed. The little one has been studying me.”
“Dashka?” I asked, inspecting my clone for any more signs of damage, but she looked perfect.
“Yes, the little one who is the sister of the large one you love.”
I couldn’t help the blush, and for the first time I was glad she could only speak in Russian as I glanced up to watch Chase disappear down the corridor to the infirmary.
“You found Father?” Sascha asked, bringing me to the work table to show me all the completed mini-gates. It was strange to hear her call Ryojin her father, but I supposed he did create her.
Ricky worked on the larger gate for Reidgotaland and I wondered if he’d slept at all in the last few days. The bags under his eyes were a deep, bruised orange that contrasted with his normally soft orange tone. I shrugged it off and focused on the gate. The three pieces were huge, and once established they wouldn’t be able to move again.
The whole system was new to me, but it seemed pretty straightforward. “I assume we aren’t going to tell them how to use the gate on their own?” I asked.
Ricky shook his head, but it was Sascha who answered me. “No, they will require an escort with the right crystal and an encoded DNA scan.”
“I guess that could be you,” I teased her in Russian, poking her ribs with my elbow.
Either Sascha didn’t really get humor or she didn’t think it was funny. “Yes, I can pass as you on any genetic scanner.”
Maybe that was part of the reason Ryojin had created a clone of me. He was able to think far enough into the future to see that Kris would potentially give me a position of power in the rebellion, and with unlimited access to my clones he could get information on anything he wanted if he could find an access port with the rebels.
“Maybe we should make my DNA unique somehow,” I told Kris as he made his way back to the worktable he’d set up.
“Your DNA is already unique. Sascha is missing what makes us different. She can pass a cursory scan, but not a detailed one.”
“What exactly is it that makes us different?” I asked, lounging against one of the cargo boxes.
Tiberius had already disappeared to probably eat and then nap some more. Kris inspected the device I’d given him with an expert eye, taking out his goggles to get a better look at the innards with the enhancement.
“We were born five hundred years ago and never had gene-scrubbing. The mutation in our genes, the ones that caused the cancer is what makes us special. Who would have thought, right?”
I frowned. “But we’ve had the cure, and then Lyn injected me with her serum.”
“But it was to enhance what you already have, not scrub your genes. You can’t get cancer again because you heal too fast, but the gene is still there. This is excellent work, Kitty Kat. You know exactly where the bastard is?”
What he said made sense, and Lyn had basically told me she didn’t want to change what was originally done, but a gene mutation? I opened the tracking program on my plex and tossed it to my twin. Who would have thought, indeed.
“How mad was he?” I asked Sascha. “When he found out you couldn’t pass as me, how pissed was Ryojin?”
She shrugged and ate off a snack plate. “I didn’t see him for two weeks after the initial failure.”
I grinned. Oh, he’d been furious. There was a small bit of satisfaction in knowing I’d managed to thwart him again.
“Suseri sent a comm,” Chase called down. “You’re all needed on the bridge.”
Instantly I was on my feet, taking the stairs two at a time. I really hoped things had gone well. It looked like Ryojin had left her galaxy from my tracking, but I had no idea what state he’d left Kami Prime in.
Suseri was on the display, watching as we entered. Soon the bridge was packed and there was barely room to stand without rubbing elbows. I put myself between Kris and Chase and waited impatiently to find out what happened.
“You survived,” Suseri stated, eyes flicking between me and the captain. “When the ping went off Ryojin left immediately. He searched the whole planet and found nothing, but he’s suspicious.”
I nodded. If he wasn’t I’d be worried. Ryojin was suspicious by nature and smart as hell. “What are the damages?” I asked.
Suseri glanced at me but then looked back at the captain and addressed him. “Ryojin found nothing. Our defenses are much better and we are far more careful now than we were the first time the Federation infiltrated our palace to force my father’s hand. The underground militia is safe, and so are our ships and weapons. I will still be able to send the ten million fighters pledged, but the general has deployed more forces. I don’t believe it will be enough.”
Kris pulled out his plex to check the reports and cursed when he saw how many and where. “There’s no way we can take the prisons with ten million plus my five million. We need more forces to distract while we infiltrate. There’s no sneaking through those lines.” Kris grabbed his hologram and threw it against the ship’s display so we could all see it on the big screen.
There were thousands of ships stationed across galaxies, but Ryojin had taken a few educated guesses and guarded the bases and prisons the hardest. Federation planets usually had some sort of shield that was really difficult to get through without a lot of firepower or an access code.
No dreadnoughts that I could see, but enough forces I felt my palms sweat. There was no way we could sneak in and out now. It would be a massive battle. I looked at Chase and knew I’d fight to get him that cure. I’d promised myself I’d do whatever it took, and I wasn’t about to give up now.
“We go back to Reidgotaland,” I said. “Alva will fight with us.”
“You can’t be sure of that,” Ricky said.
I crossed my arms over my chest and tried not to glare. “We have to deliver the gate anyway and ask them to join the coalition. We do this as soon as possible. Try to keep to the schedule because if we push it back that will only give Ryojin more time. We can’t afford for him to strengthen the line even further.”
“How will you send your forces?” Chase asked Suseri.
She gave him a small smile. “Katerina promised a shield. Once we get the shield we will need an escort to the gate. One jump would be safer for everyone.”
Kris shook his head. “We can’t use a gate to get where we need to go. There is only one for each location and it’s not safe for everyone to use it. The rebels will jump first and give cover fire for your people to arrive through hyperspace.”
The empress didn’t look happy about that but she nodded. Her people wouldn’t be first and that’s all that seemed to really matter. The list of shit I had to get done in the next few days seemed to go on forever. Build shields, travel to Reidgotaland, convince the Norsemen to fight with us, regroup with the rebels, and free the prisoners before Ryojin decided to murder them all early just to spite me.
No biggy.
“We have work to do Suseri,” I said, not caring how rude it sounded. “Ready your forces. I’ll be there as soon as possible to set up the shield.” Right after I did the same with Sarmatia.
The transmission ended and I took the ladder down to the crystal room, doing inventory.
“I have another case of black crystals,” Chase called down. “When you’re ready let me know.”
The worktable was clean and ready for me to spend the next hour perfecting the same shield I’d created for the Wolfegang all those months ago. The free study time with Ryojin had allowed me to read anything and everything I could find on crystals. But still I hesitated, placing my hands on the cold metal table, fingers splayed as I thought.
There was too much to be done, and nothing I could delegate. No one else except maybe Chase could build a shield like I could. It was a custom project and deadly to work on. Even Ricky would have trouble and he could absorb my thoughts if I ever let him get that close again.
Somehow I had to convince another government that had spent the last few hundred years avoiding the Federation and hiding to fight with us – for what? For the potential freedom they already had? There was always the threat that the Federation would find them; one day.
How was I going to convince them to fight? What could I offer in return?
“Need help?” Chase asked, wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me back against his chest.
I sighed and rested my head back against him. It was a lot to deal with, but this is what I was made for, right? I was the perfect weapon, so how could I use that to help us?
Kris had his rebels, and I knew he felt the strain. He had to go back to the base soon, probably within the next day. He couldn’t come to Reidgotaland no matter how much I wanted him to. One day we would go back and visit on a proper vacation rather than plans for war.
“Yes, actually. I need to build three shields than can protect a planet, and ideally most of their galaxy including the gate at the very least and a few hyperspace access points.” It was the least I could do. We were putting these people in danger, and they were giving us the majority of their fighting forces, it would leave their home planets vulnerable.
“No problem.” Chase took my plex and flipped through until he found my schematics.
Everything I had on there was in Russian. “How did you know where it was?” I asked, pulling out the stool from the table as I gathered the tools and supplies I needed.
“I watch you. I may not be able to read it, but I remember where it’s located based on how many swipes and the various other applications and files you have on here.” Chase grinned. “I was trained by Ryojin too, just not quite like you were.”
No one had been trained quite like me. The clones had been programmed. I don’t know what he did to the new soldiers. Did he program them as well, or did he train them personally?
“Stalker,” I teased.
“Always,” he tossed back, setting the plex on the table and then pulling up the schematics to show the 3D display for the both of us.
I tried to organize some of my thoughts and file them away. There was so much to plan and consider and I felt off – Kris and I hadn’t really talked about the Jaguarundi much since that first conversation. If I was going to be his Second I had to know what he planned and when. So far he’d kind of left it up to me and I knew deep down it was a test.
This was my vetting process. If I succeeded I could be trusted. If I did well then I deserved my position. I was almost one hundred percent sure that’s why he hadn’t taken us to his secret rebel base yet.
“So how’s Dashka doing?” I asked as we worked.
Chase shrugged a shoulder. “She seems just fine. I haven’t been able to get her to step away from her work for more than a few minutes at a time. Every time I bring her something to eat she wants to do another scan on me, or asks how I’m feeling. If it’s not about the disease she’s studying, she’s asking what I know of the clone, and cajoling Sascha into another blood test or something along those lines.”
I couldn’t help my laugh. “She sounds like a workaholic.”
“She’s always taken after our father in that way. I don’t think she even cares what we’re doing as long as we stay out of her way while she works. Dr. Wallace and Rose remind her to eat and sleep. The three of them do well together and from what I gather, Dr. Wallace and Dashka are enjoying working together again.”
Well, that was good. I’d avoided the infirmary as much as possible. I didn’t want to run into Ricky or bother the scientists while they worked. The chances were higher they would find a cure if I wasn’t getting in the way.
“This is a strong design,” Chase told me. “Volatile almost, but strong. What made you think of mixing the red with the black crystals?”
I opened the small case and traced the black crystals lovingly. There was something addictive about working with them. I knew at any moment they could explode if I messed up and encoded the wrong program, one wrong inscription and it would shatter, the power releasing in a deadly wave.
“When I first started working with them on Enzo it was a pet project. I knew I needed to get the hyperdrive on the broken down marauder working again,” I explained, focusing my eyes on the table, pulling up the cradle and sliding a crystal disc into it.
The diamond-tipped tool glittered in the low light, the blue shimmering against the walls in a thousand rainbows. I started inscribing the program from memory, making sure to strengthen all the weak points, and then create a door that could be opened and closed.
“There were boxes of crystals just laying around in one of the abandoned hangers where I worked with Tiberius. Ryojin always rewarded me with more free time, more time to work with the cub and special privileges like officer’s quarters when I did well. He didn’t care what I did really as long as I continued to meet his expectations.”
Chase paused to watch me as I finished the crystal and then started working on the actual tech. It was a fairly standard shield. I’d based it on a basic design, but I made it a thousand times larger. The crystals would add more power and strength and distance. So instead of shielding a ship or even a city it could shield a world, a massive chunk of the galaxy if not most of it.
“The only thing I had to work with was hyperdrive crystals and black crystals. So I figured the black would be the safest out of the two. I’ve no idea what would happen if I tried to use hyperdrive crystals to create a shield.”
I tightened the setting and then slipped the black crystal in the right spot, barely breathing as it settled. I clenched my hands a few times to ease the strain and then tugged on the gloves to make sure they were tight. I smiled at Chase and then grabbed the next crystal.
“The black crystals are excellent for shields, but it’s a defensive tool. I wanted something that was also offensive,” I told him. “When black and red mix interesting things happen.”
Chase grinned and pulled down his goggles over his eyes so he could see the tiny inscriptions as he worked, goggles I didn’t need anymore. “I don’t know if I’d use the word interesting, but now I’m curious what happens when the shield is up and functioning.”
I took out the small one I made on Enzo from my pocket, the one I’d considered using as armor, but it was too deadly. It was habit now to carry it with me everywhere…just in case Ryojin showed up. I set it on the table and put in the size of the shield. A scan of my thumb and it popped up as a tiny sphere.
The sparkling translucent shield was not black, but a deep burgundy. Then I took out a protein cube from my other pocket – which is why I almost always wore cargo pants now – and tossed it into the sphere.
A nasty smell filled the room, almost like burnt popcorn and old pizza when it hit the shield. The protein cube made it half a second before fire rippled over every atom and molecule, setting the very oxygen in between them on fire and then it exploded.
“Anything that touches the field is burned alive at insanely high temperatures. From the inside or the outside, it doesn’t matter. The field will destroy anything and everything it touches.”
I tapped my bottom lip as I considered the sphere before deactivating and locking it. Didn’t want to accidentally set myself on fire.
It was effective, but clear instructions would have to go with them. I didn’t need idiots killing themselves and then blaming me. It was a shield made for war, not for everyday defense; a minefield instead of a wall.
“Crystals are extremely versatile, as you told me once,” I murmured, setting the next blank, black crystal into place.
I clenched and unclenched my right hand again before gripping the tool with just enough force to inscribe. If I pressed just a tiny bit too hard it would blow up in my face, too soft and the program could end up faulty and kill a lot more people than just me.
“It sounds nice, the life you had on Enzo,” Chase said quietly. “I spent months worrying about you, thinking you were no more than a lab rat, and then I heard about Ryojin taking over and it terrified me. I knew what he could do since he’d tried to ‘correct’ me. When that didn’t take he stripped me.”
“I was afraid every moment I was there, but it was nice when I was doing what he wanted, ignorant of what he was really doing,” I confessed. “I was there, on the War Council when they tried to have the Guerre sign a treaty. The next morning most of them were dead, ‘having been attacked in the night.’” I used air quotes and rolled my eyes. “I was an idiot.”
“So was I.” Chase handed me his finished crystal and I inspected it.
His work was exquisite, better than perfect. It was an art the way he managed to get each symbol just right. Mine just looked like a computer did it. I didn’t have the same personal touches Chase did. It was a strange side effect. I could absorb data and then do what needed to be done with the knowledge, but I didn’t have the same…humanity I noticed in others. It bothered me more than I wanted to admit.
“We should take the Wolfegang back to Reidgotaland,” Chase said when I set the crystal in the right spot.
“With Dashka and Dr. Wallace?” I clarified, starting on the next one.
We could leave this shield here, stop at Kami Prime, set up that one, and then jump to Reidgotaland and be there in…a day or so? I wanted it to be sooner, but the jump points weren’t close together and the Wolfegang wasn’t set up with a gate-drive. I could reverse engineer the one on Kris’s ship but that would take too long. It would be much easier if he just gave us one.
“I don’t want you going alone, Katerina. If I need to bring everyone so I can go with you I will. I know you well enough to know you wouldn’t let me go without a doctor nearby even though I feel fine.”
I glared at him. “I’m not stupid.”
“Fine, I don’t feel one hundred percent, but I don’t feel bad either.” Chase shrugged and went to inscribe another crystal.
Each shield required one hundred black crystals and one hundred red crystals. It wasn’t a small project, but I didn’t need to sleep very much anymore.
“You’re right, I didn’t want you to come because I’m afraid that the disease will suddenly escalate and I couldn’t do anything to help you. At least Dashka and Dr. Wallace might find a way to slow it down or ease the symptoms. Even Lyn’s healing serum wouldn’t do anything.” I set down the diamond tool harder than necessary and rubbed my forehead with the back of my hand to avoid the crystal dust. “I can’t help you.”
“That’s how I felt on Panthera,” Chase confessed. “But we have a plan, just like we did when you came back. We’ll figure it out together.”
I shook my head and went to work on the next crystal. “I have no idea how to convince Andvari, Alva, and King Arik to join the coalition. They could say no and we’d be shit out of luck. The mission to free the prisoners and get the cure would be suicide with the new Federation reinforcements.”
The low blue glow in the room soothed me, but still I felt disgruntled. There was no way I could sneak in alone and do it myself. I’d already considered it, and if there was a way I would have been gone already.
“Like I said, we’ll figure it out,” Chase reassured me. “Now let’s finish this up so we can get some sleep.”
I took a deep breath and nodded. We were a team now, and I had to trust him – believe him when he said things like that. Chase had the experience and the strength. He was my rock and I had to remind myself I wasn’t alone anymore.
We could all do this together.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

It was dark in the captain’s quarters and my vambrace said it was a little after two in the morning, Earth time. Slowly I lifted Chase’s arm from around my waist and slipped out of the bed. I’d give him a kiss on the forehead if I thought it wouldn’t wake him up.
My feet were silent against the freezing cold metal floor. If I was going to spend more time in his quarters then I needed to get a rug or something. I grabbed my pants and my boots before pausing at the door. One low whistle and Tiberius lumbered from his new bed. Chase had made him one at the foot of our—his bed. It was the same height too so the cub wouldn’t feel like he was being abandoned.
I thought it was freaking adorable.
The big hulking warrior had a soft, tender side and he didn’t mind showing it. It was one of my favorite things about Chase.
My oversized sweater wasn’t quite warm enough even with my tank top underneath. I placed my hand on the door and it slid open noiselessly. I slipped through and had it closed before it could wake up Chase. I paused in his office and cocked my head; listening.
He slept soundly. Whatever Dashka had given him at dinner knocked him out good. She said it was supposed to help him repair the damage of the genetically targeted disease while he slept. I had her give something similar to Sascha, but it wasn’t guaranteed to work since it wasn’t quite the same disease.
I slipped on my pants and then my boots, leaving the buckles loose. It reminded me of how much Ryojin had hated when I did that. I grimaced at the memory and jogged through the ship to my quarters so I could grab my favorite cardigan. It always layered the best and was extremely warm. I didn’t know what kind of animal fur it was made out of but it reminded me of a softer type of wool, if wool could feel like silk.
Tiberius followed at my heels and the ship was quiet and dark, but when I listened hard I could hear Ricky in his quarters watching something on his plex instead of sleeping. Kris and the rest of the passengers were asleep.
Only one other person was awake.
“Is this what you wanted?” Sascha asked when I opened the door to my quarters.
I smirked and took the sweater from her. “Yes, thank you. Are you enjoying my room?” I’d ask how she got in, and how she knew what sweater I wanted later.
“It is strange seeing pictures of me in places and times I do not know,” she admitted. “But I was tired of sleeping in the brig and knew you’d be sleeping with your captain. I did not think you’d mind.” Sascha traced the moonstones Alva had given me.
My trunk was open and all my stuff was laid out. It wasn’t messy exactly, but more like each piece was reverently placed. I couldn’t decide if that was weirder or not. As I looked around I realized there were things I had completely forgotten about buried in my trunk. The pack I always kept ready to go was in Chase’s quarters and I hadn’t even bothered to look through the rest of my stuff.
It was strange how detached I felt from it all. It didn’t even bother me my clone had gone through all my things. I’d give her something, but I knew it was pointless and that depressed me even more.
“What do you think of it all?” I asked, bending down to get a better look at the way she’d organized my pictures.
“It is very eclectic,” Sascha admitted. “But I like the feeling the items have. There is a lot of love.”
I nodded as I touched the Japanese silk and the box with Grandmama’s Russian diamonds. I should put that in my pack. Who knows, one day I might have a reason to wear one of the rings.
“I’m going to work on the shields,” I said. “We were only able to finish one before Wolfe got tired. Then I thought I might get some exercise before going back to bed. Would you like to come with me?”
Sascha nodded and carefully folded, tucked, and placed each item in my trunk with care. It made my heart hurt to see the longing on her face for a life she would and could never have.
“You can stay in here and use whatever you like for as long as you need,” I told her, tucking my Grandmama’s box in my back pocket.
Sascha wore nothing but one of my massive sleep shirts. She threw on a pair of shorts and some boots. When she caught me eyeing her for goosebumps or some other sign she was cold Sascha grabbed one of my sweaters and pulled it over her head. Her awkward smile made me laugh.
“I wish I didn’t get cold,” I told her.
“It is probably the only thing I can do better than you,” Sascha admitted.
We were quiet when the door slid shut behind us. We both went still at the same time and listened to the ship. The constant thrum of the engines was soothing, and they all sounded perfect. The creak here and there from pressurization told me we would need to replace a few panels in the next few months, but nothing crazy. I added it to my ever-growing mental list. The ship had to be perfect if we were going to take it into battle.
I heard the rustle as Ricky looked up from whatever he was watching on his plex, as if he could sense me listening. He waited a moment and when there was no further sound he settled. I knew he couldn’t sense my mind or thoughts because Ryojin had taught me how to build my mental walls so that it appeared as if I were nothing but a blank wall. Unless you knew what to look for it was like looking into a one way mirror.
“Let’s go,” I whispered.
The two of us were silent as the dead. Tiberius was nothing more than a whisper and it was too easy to drop down into the crystal room without a sound. I’d oiled all the doors and smoothed out any hinges that weren’t automatic. It only took a few hours one of the nights that I couldn’t sleep.
“Does your captain know you leave him in the middle of the night to work?” Sascha asked.
I shrugged a shoulder, for the first time I was uncomfortable about Sascha’s never-ending questions. My clone was insanely perceptive.
“I don’t know.”
Never once had he said anything. I felt weird telling him that I ran off because I couldn’t sleep for more than four hours at a time because of nightmares. They weren’t exactly nightmares. I wasn’t being chased or watching someone die. Usually I watched myself do things I wouldn’t normally do, and then find out during the dream I’d gone back to Ryojin. It was stressful more than anything.
And no matter how much I talked to Chase about it, I still had a hard time coping with this new world without rules and structure. The Wolfegang was barely more than controlled chaos, and the rebellion seemed to be even worse.
I pulled out the first completed shield to show Sascha what I’d done and what I needed from the others. My schematics went up and she scanned everything with a speed even I didn’t possess before she started grabbing tools and cases of crystals. We both slipped on gloves and goggles to keep the dust out of our eyes. It was a lot of work to perfectly encode each octagonal slice and I still needed to go over every single piece in the first completed shield, and then test it before setting it up in Sarmatian space. The queen would need the access codes and the warnings once I set it to her genetic scan.
Then we could leave.
And the sooner the better. I didn’t like the way Chase’s breathing changed when he slept. It was a little more ragged and labored. No one else would have noticed, but there were times when I stayed up listening to him breathe and thanks to my fabulous memory and new processing power I couldn’t help but notice any changes or irregularities.
I was antsy and nervous. The longer we did nothing the more the chance of risk increased. The risk to people was something I understood even if I did think I could take the soldiers we already had pledged and use them to get the cure from Lyn.
But we couldn’t afford for me to fail, or to lose a large percentage of the fighters and ships. If we lost those we’d lose our chance at succeeding for the first time since the Federation was created. I wanted a universe where I felt safe and not hunted. A place where any child I had would be safe and not snatched up by the Federation to be used as a weapon.
Sascha and I worked in silence and it was pleasant despite the hour and my general mood.
“We are going to see Alva and Andvari?” Sascha asked as she inscribed yet another disc. She was extremely fast and absolutely perfect. I checked every single one of them before slipping them into the right slots.
I nodded. “Did Ryojin program you with memories?” It was strange how she looked at the world. Like a fractured mirror of my own mind. How else could she anticipate something like the exact sweater I wanted to wear?
Sascha shook her head.
“How did you know about the sweater?” If my mental walls were down and I didn’t know it then I was going to have some serious problems.
“I can hear your thoughts. You do not see my mind as a threat as it is a copy of your own, and so you let me through.”
Instantly I stopped what I was doing to stare at my clone. “How? I didn’t even know you were in there.”
She shrugged one shoulder and then finished yet another disc. Sascha handed it to me before answering. “Thoughts are like wavelengths, I match your wavelength and so you wouldn’t know. It is difficult to explain further.”
I supposed my mental defense wouldn’t recognize my own mind as a threat, but that brought up a whole bunch of other questions. “So how is it that your mind is identical to mine, if you are your own person?”
It was the same thing I wondered about whenever I’d seen movies on time travel or the like. If there were only one you – how could you exist twice in the same space and time without something imploding? How could you be two separate people, but also the same person?
It made my brain hurt.
“I do not know,” she told me. “I wonder the same thing, and then I wonder if maybe that is why I am degrading so quickly.” Sascha slipped another crystal into the bracket and began inscribing.
I twirled my diamond-tipped tool through my fingers as I thought. Well, it didn’t really matter to me what exactly Sascha was, because I could use my own two eyes and brain to see she wasn’t me despite everything. As long as she was on our side then there would be no problems.
But an enemy I couldn’t even tell was slipping past my mental shields? It was something to be aware of if I ever ran into another clone of mine, and definitely something I needed to warn Kris about if my assumption was correct. Ryojin had to be making clones of the both of us by now. I was eternally grateful it took time for the clones to grow and then get programmed.
It was all that kept the general from wiping us out.
“You are not as broken as you think,” Sascha told me.
The thrum of the engines filled the space as I stared at her. The blue glow of the crystal room and the energy I could practically feel on my skin from the black crystals all seemed far away as I tried to figure out what my clone meant.
“I have been in your mind and I’ve seen everything,” Sascha confessed. She set down her tool and handed me the freshly transcribed disc. “The small orange alien is wrong about a lot, but he is correct when it comes to your strength and power. Everything that makes you, you – and everything that makes me you…it is there to make us stronger; perfect.”
Those purple eyes practically glowed at me in the dim light and the crystal-light made her white skin stand out among the shadows. I didn’t know what to say or do, but I knew she wasn’t done and that scared me.
“You are capable of love.” Sascha pushed her curls back and tucked it behind an ear in the exact same way I’d done a million times. “That means you are not completely broken. Ryojin’s love wasn’t real, but the captain’s is. His thoughts and feelings are easy to read and easy to see.”
I stopped twirling the tool and set it down on the metal table. Sascha was probably the only person I could talk to about this. She had no secret motivation to help me, but she did speak truths which I found interesting. The clone had no reason to lie and probably didn’t even understand why she would want or need to.
“It’s not that I think Chase doesn’t really love me,” I tried to explain. “It’s that despite everything…I still want to go back to Ryojin – that even though it’s the last thing in the universe I want, I’m drawn to that world and structure I had with him. I still have a purpose, but Kris isn’t the same as Ryojin. He wants me to figure it out whereas the general demanded perfection. Something about that tempts me.”
She chewed on her lip and it weirded me out. I knew I did the exact same thing when I was thinking. “You are dissatisfied with reality after living in a fantasy.” Sascha shrugged, grabbed a red crystal, and inspected it for dust. “That is quite normal based on human psychology. Knowing it was a fantasy doesn’t change the desire for that fantasy.”
“Like going back into the Matrix,” I muttered. Wanting the taste of steak again, not caring if I lived a lie. But I did care, and I still had a lot of anger I thought I’d gotten through with Ryojin, but it had just transferred to something else.
“I do not know what a Matrix is.” Sascha set up the crystal and started encoding it.
After only half an hour we’d managed to finish more than half of the shield for Kami Prime. Being genetically engineered had its perks.
“It’s not a real thing.” I waved my hand in dismissal and thought about what she’d said as we worked.
It seemed like I just had to make my reality more like the fantasy. I needed a real connection like I thought I had with Ryojin. I supposed Chase could also be my best friend, but I’d have to try to spend more down time with him like I had with Ryojin. I even had Kris with me, actual family, and I guess Sascha as well.
I had a lot more now than I did on Enzo. The only real problem was the lack of structure and…Ricky.
Maybe I should try to forgive him, repair some sort of friendship with him. The family I had before Enzo was the Wolfegang crew, and ever since my return that family had felt broken. And it was because of the rift between Ricky and me, I knew that. It made Celeste and Chase uncomfortable – like taking sides in a bad breakup.
“What about our abilities?” I asked, since she’d admitted to having them and I wondered what Sascha had to say on the matter. “I avoid using them because I’m pretty sure if I give in it’s going to be a very bad thing.”
Sascha shrugged again and we worked quietly for a moment while I waited for her to respond.
“I was taught to use my telekinesis almost immediately. It did not have to develop with a serum. My telepathy isn’t as strong, but I can accomplish what I need. Ryojin was most pleased when he found out you had strong telepathy even if the telekinesis was dormant. He was sure you’d develop it and master it like everything else.”
Then those blazing purple eyes settled on mine and I wasn’t sure what to say.
“Ryojin may have been a lying manipulator, but he trained you for a reason. At least know that your skills and abilities are a reality, and he was very pleased with them. Ryojin does not have positive emotions very often.”
It was a good measuring stick to remember. Ryojin had high standards. Sure, he was a dick, but I’d somehow managed to meet those standards.
“What about Kris? Why does he want him more than me?” Maybe she knew, but maybe she didn’t. It had been something I’d been wondering about ever since Ryojin broke my heart on Panthera.
“Kristopher has very strong telepathy and telekinesis. But he does not use them.”
I tapped my fingers on the table as I considered it. “That’s the only reason?”
“If Ryojin had to choose, he would pick the one he has not yet been able to tap. Kristopher has incredible mental strengths with very little Federation intervention. It would stand to reason that he would want to see what a few tailored serums would do.”
I started on the next disc. “I suppose that makes sense.”
We finished the second shield in silence. The third I would be able to do on our way to Reidgotaland. The two of us worked in companionable silence and wiped down the crystal dust, put away the tools, and set all the crystals back in the velvet. The shields were placed in their cases; tested and ready to go.
“Would you like to do some exercise with me and Tiberius?” I asked, pulling my hair out of the ponytail.
Sascha poked the sleeping cub with the toe of her boot and smiled. “I do not think the baby cat wants to do any exercise, but I will gladly join you.”
Tiberius was almost too big for me to pick up and carry, though his weight wasn’t an issue. He was so damn long. The cub grumbled and stretched, claws glistening in the glowing blue light. I held out my arms and he placed his paws on my shoulders. He definitely wanted to be carried, the big baby. The cub was about a hundred and fifty pounds now, but it took little effort to hoist him over my shoulder so I could climb up the ladder with him.
“You overindulge him,” Sascha said, leading the way.
I couldn’t help my smile. “He’s still a baby, and I’ll always let him snuggle.”
“And when he weighs more than even you can carry?”
“I’ll make Chase carry him.”
Sascha’s laugh made me feel warm inside. Despite the fact that my clone had tried to kill me when we first met, I was extremely glad to have been able to get to know her. Kris had been right, though I’d never admit it to him. The last two weeks on the Wolfegang had felt like coming home – like healing.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“This is how I activate the shield?” Queen Andromache asked.
I nodded when she placed her hand on the device. It was sealed to her DNA now and no one else’s unless she personally programmed them in and only three were allowed for safety reasons. “It can be accessed and controlled from your plex. The systems are synced. Now remember, anything that touches the shield will combust, inside or outside.”
It was a lot for anyone to take in, but I’d done my part, delivered on my promise, and then some. If they didn’t have the brains not to touch the thing I told them not to touch, then we had other problems. The stupid ones would weed themselves out at least.
“We don’t have time to waste, so if that’s all then I need to go. We need to reach Reidgotaland as soon as possible.” I clasped my hands behind my back and waited for my dismissal like I had a hundred times with Ryojin.
The queen nodded but she snapped her fingers and an entire contingent of female warriors filled the room. Celeste was at the front and she looked spectacular in the traditional armor and gear. I grinned at our first mate and was glad she’d be joining us on the trip as well.
“I am sending these warriors with Princess Celeste. They will be my eyes and ears to ensure the coalition is agreed to as well as extra protection for my sister. I cannot pledge armies, but I can help free those prisoners. You will see one of our soldiers is equal to ten human ones.” Queen Andromache looked me up and down and gave me a rare smile. “Or rather, average human soldiers.”
Already my mind ran on to the next task, but when the Amazon queen spoke again I forced myself to pay close attention.
“Be fierce and welcome death in battle,” she told me. “That is the only way to win. The moment you accept death nothing else matters and you can do what needs to be done.”
I stared at her as I processed. There was no way to tell her I wasn’t afraid of my death, but the death of others. I bowed and went to join Celeste.
“Artemis watches over your hunt, young Katerina,” the queen called after me.
I grinned at Celeste. “I hope she does, it should be glorious.”
The toothy smile the first mate gave me would be terrifying if she wasn’t on my side.
The Wolfegang already had the hyperdrive powered up and ready to go last time I checked with the captain. Kris was still onboard waiting for me to get back before he went off to the secret rebel base. We would rendezvous with my twin once we got the extra armies.
Celeste took the co-pilot’s chair and I had us off the ground in record time.
“It will be nice to see Reidgotaland again,” I said, signaling the ship as we exited atmo.
“Unfortunate the circumstances,” Celeste said. “But I agree. How is the captain?”
She would never outright ask about our relationship, or dig more into his disease, but she was just as desperate as I was to see him back at one hundred percent. I had a sneaking suspicion she’d stayed with her sister the last few days to give us a bit of space to adjust to the new circumstances.
After a tiring workout with Sascha last night I’d been worn out enough to go back to sleep after a quick shower in my quarters. Chase hadn’t stirred when I’d slipped back into the covers and Tiberius had settled at the foot of the bed. I’d stayed awake for another half an hour, counting each of his breaths. I knew he still had time, but no one could tell me exactly how quickly the disease would progress and exactly how much time he had left.
Dashka was worried enough that she’d barely left the infirmary except to complain about the lack of supplies. Dr. Wallace put up with her and was as easygoing as ever as they spent hour after hour poring over formulas, genetic diagrams, and possible solutions.
Sascha had been right, I was nervous to tell Chase I left each night to come back for a few more hours of sleep. His arm had settled over me as though I’d never left and the safe, protected feeling had me dozing off before I’d even realized it. I’d never slept as deeply as I had with Chase the last few nights.
“Docking in three, two, one…” Celeste opened the airlock doors and we landed gently right next to Kris’s ship.
I really hoped my own would be ready soon. It was something I really looked forward to and it would help immensely. The ship’s transport was great, but it didn’t have all the bells and whistles like Kris’s. It wasn’t mine.
There was a clang as the outer doors sealed and the airlock was pressurized before opening the inner doors to the cargo bay. It was still early and I’d left Chase before he woke up. For some reason I found it difficult to sleep in past six o’clock anymore. Normally I got up at five, but the workout with Sascha had been rigorous.
“Captain, when are we departing Sarmatian space?” I asked over the comms.
“As soon as you and Celeste get up here,” Chase replied. “Why are there Sarmatian ships coming after us?”
Celeste smiled and tapped her comms. “The queen was able to give us a small contingent of warriors. They will assist us in our missions.”
Kris opened the door to the transport and the stairs descended with another clang. “You girls ready to go or what?”
I grabbed my pack and jumped down the stairs. Tiberius prowled out of whatever hidey-hole he’d found and rubbed against my legs in greeting. My hand drifted to the top of his head, scratching behind his ears as I smiled at my twin.
“When are you leaving for the base?” I asked.
“I’m going to follow you to Kami Prime, make sure the second shield is set up, and then we’ll part ways. I’ll send you the gate coordinates once everything is ready to go. You’ll meet me at the base, we’ll have all our forces, regroup, and then set out to attack the prisons and Heishi outposts.” Kris clapped my shoulder and smiled, but there was worry and stress in his eyes. My twin doubted.
“You don’t think we can do this?” I asked.
Kris shrugged and followed me up the stairs behind Celeste. “I just spent the last few hours reading reports and it seems Ryojin has redeployed most of the Federation’s forces. He’s anticipating our moves, and unless we use the gates or take a convoluted path to our locations it’s going to be a shit-show, no matter how many forces we can acquire from your Norse friends. What we really need is the Sarmatian Army.”
“We’ll have to make do,” I told him, dropping my pack off in the common area before making my way to the bridge.
Ricky and Chase were already at their stations and I went right to the navigations console. Tiberius stayed by my side, alert and ready for the jump. I’d figured out a way to communicate to him what we were about to do and then I’d translated it into a hand signal and the word ‘hyperspace’ to make sure he didn’t get confused with ‘jump.’
Celeste had the shield up and the weapons ready to go while Chase waited for me to chart the path to the coordinates. The Wolfegang couldn’t use the gate because it was too large, but I’d see what I could do about installing a gate drive on the ship. Kris hadn’t expressly forbidden it…
“How many jumps?” Chase asked.
“Four jumps to hide our location. On the third we can scan for any Federation forces.” I completed the path and uploaded it to the ship.
Kris leaned over to check my math. “Not the quickest route,” he said. “What about the shields?”
“Can’t use a hyperdrive into the shield, or out,” I told him, watching as Chase flew us to the ‘door’ I’d created in the shield. “Only gates work.”
Kris frowned. “That could be problematic.”
I glared at my twin. “Better than having ships jump right into the shield. I had to make it secure."
“I was hoping to use a shield around the base,” Kris told me.
Celeste sent out the code to the warriors guarding the shield door and it took a few moments to open. Once we were through the circular door closed behind us, dilating back to nothing and the burgundy shield shimmered back into place.
“Brace for hyperspace,” Chase warned. “In three, two, one…”
I gripped the console with one hand and kept my other on Tiberius as I felt that familiar pull on my belly button. Once we popped out I looked at my brother, trying to figure out what his plan was.
“They aren’t built to withstand a full-on Federation attack against dreadnoughts,” I explained. “It is only a shield and it has weaknesses. Why do you need one for your super-secret base?”
Kris grinned as we flew to the next jump point. “I like to be prepared.”
I tried not to roll my eyes. The rebellion seemed scattered since Ryojin got his hands on my information. Regrouping had taken its toll on Kris’s forces. I still hadn’t asked to see the death lists I knew were because of me. I was sure Ryojin had hunted them like rats – the goal to exterminate, not capture.
“If I have the time I’ll build an extra, but you have to work within the parameters.”
“Second jump point,” Chase warned.
Ricky grimaced and his face looked wan as he gripped the console. Thankfully most of the jumps were close together and it would be rather quick to get to the Kami Kingdom even without the gate.
“I can build your shield,” Sascha said, leaning against the doorway of the bridge. “I have the time.”
Kris nodded and I shook my head. I really wished the two of us could get on the same page. Being his Second was not easy when he kept me in the dark half the time. “You really need to sit down with me and share your plans if you want me to work with you,” I told Kris when we popped out of the jump. One more and we had to let the hyperdrive recharge for a bit.
“When you get to the base we’ll go over everything,” Kris promised.
I eyed my twin. “You swear?”
Kris made a cross over his heart. “Hope to die, little sis. We’ll sync up and become a thousand times stronger as a unit.”
I searched his grey eyes, the mirror to my own, and I could feel the truth in his thoughts – just the little bit I let myself skim over to see what I needed. When I was satisfied I nodded. “Sascha can build your stupid shield, but she comes with me on missions.” I didn’t need people getting confused when we were separated.
“Deal,” Kris said. “After the third jump I’m going to get my ship ready to go.”
“Entering hyperspace in three, two, one…” Chase warned us.
We all gripped something as the ship burst through the access point. We exited in an area with nothing around. There were no nearby planets, moons, suns, bases, spaceports, or anything. The closest thing was a planet a few thousand light years away, but I’d done my research. It was nothing but a gaseous rock that was uninhabited due to the constant electrical storms.
“Forty-five minutes until the hyperdrive is back up and ready to go,” Ricky told us. “We’ll keep watch in shifts. Celeste and I will go first, then the captain and Katerina.”
I nodded and followed my twin off the bridge. Chase put a hand on my shoulder and I paused. Kris stopped in the doorway and looked back at me with a question in his eyes.
“I’ll come down and help you with the ship in a minute,” I told my brother.
Chase took my hand and led me into the common area. It made me nervous. What could he possibly want to talk about?
“Are you all right?” he asked, sitting on the beat-up, insanely comfortable, old couch. Chase pulled me down next to him and I hated the way I resisted.
Because I knew on some level this wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have. Tiberius sat on the floor, alert, and faced toward the corridor. He wasn’t slacking off today, something had the cub on edge and it was probably me.
“I’m fine,” I told Chase. “Why do you ask?”
The captain ran a hand over his scalp and sighed. He looked worried, but he also looked tired. “I was just checking. When I woke up last night you were gone, and then again this morning. Have I done something to upset you?”
So he had noticed. He was a Heishi soldier after all. I’d be more worried if he didn’t. It was a good argument for going back to my own quarters, but I didn’t want that either. I shrugged one shoulder and wouldn’t meet his eyes.
“No, it’s not you. I just have trouble sleeping,” I reassured him, leaning forward to place a kiss on his cheek.
Chase surprised me when he turned and took my mouth rough and hard. The way he kissed me…I could feel every emotion running through him he refused to say out loud. He was afraid for me, for the future, and deep down he knew our time together could be coming to an end.
“I want to make this work,” he practically growled. At some point his hands ended up in my hair and I was breathless. “If there’s anything I can do, you let me know. If something I’m doing is bothering you, you tell me. Don’t avoid me. I can’t stand that.”
“I won’t,” I whispered, holding onto his shoulders. The intensity made my thoughts scatter and I was pressed up against him like he was my anchor in a storm. And he was, in every way Chase Wolfe was my rock. “I just don’t sleep much, it’s nothing to do with you, I promise.”
Then he kissed me again, hard enough to bruise. It was a short, brutal kiss and then he was on his feet, pulling me to mine. “Good, because I have no plans to let you go,” he said with a frown. It was almost a glare, but it made me smile.
“Even though I’m a massive pain in the ass?”
“Even though you’re a massive pain in the ass,” Chase agreed. That frown turned into a smile and he kissed me gently this time.
Then the entire ship stopped, like it had slammed into something and my stomach dropped. I clutched Wolfe and he spun us around, pressing me against the wall so his body shielded me from sparks. Tiberius was at my side in the blink of an eye as lights flickered, more sparks flew, and an alarm began to blare.
“What was that?” I shouted, clapping my hands over my ears.
“Has to be an attack,” Chase yelled back. “Ricky should have warned us when other ships entered the area.”
The captain tapped on the comms hard enough I thought the device would break. “Report,” he demanded.
There was a crackle over the transmission that made me wince, and then the echo of the alarm before Ricky spoke. “I don’t know where it came from; it didn’t show up on the scanners. I think we’re stuck in some kind of magnetic trap.”
“How many ships?” Chase asked, face grim.
“Only two, but I’m pretty sure there will be more soon.”
“I can take the transport out with Kris,” I told Chase. “We’ll do what we can while you figure out how to get out of whatever this shit is. Have Sascha help.”
He nodded and I ran. Chase yanked me back for one more kiss. One of his large, warm hands cupped my cheek, practically spanning the entire side of my face and I melted into him. I didn’t want to leave the strength and protection of his arms, but I wasn’t useless anymore, I could help. All I had to do was put on my big girl panties and get it done.
I pushed him away before I lost my resolve and ran down the corridor to the stairs. I jumped them three at a time with Tiberius hot on my heels.
“What the hell just happened?” Kris demanded, throwing a cargo box off of his legs.
“We’re stuck in a trap. Get your shit, get in your ship, and let’s take these bastards out.”
My twin nodded and without hesitation he grabbed his stuff and ran to his ship. Sascha was scrambling to put all the crystals away and secure them. I ran over and activated the grav-locks. “Go help Chase; he needs to figure out how to get us out of this trap before more Federation ships come.”
My clone was gone before I could ask twice.
The transport wasn’t really made for combat, but it was equipped with weapons and a smaller hyperdrive. It would do in a pinch. As I ran up the stairs and dropped into the pilot’s chair I couldn’t help but feel this was a perfectly laid trap. Ryojin had somehow known we would go back to Kami Prime. Whether the empress had betrayed us, or he’d figured it out on his own it didn’t matter if we couldn’t get out of this alive.
I slipped a comm into my ear for easier access and powered up the transport. My plex went into the slot and I pulled up Ryojin’s position. It was jumping through massive amounts of space which was definitely not good.
The transmission had already been sent out and he was on his way to retrieve us.
“Kris, you ready?” I asked, closing the inner airlock doors remotely.
“Always,” my twin said. There was an edge to his voice. This was something Kris enjoyed and as I felt the adrenaline flood my system and everything became enhanced, I had to agree.
There was a sick joy to the fight, to the near-death experiences I’d always loved. It was why I’d raced back on Earth in my own time, it’s why I liked to pick fights, and challenge people to try and best me. I was addicted to the adrenaline and insanely competitive.
There were days I missed my days as Shino-Neko.
Engines powered up, weapons loaded, and then I set the hyperdrive to boot up just to be safe. I wanted access to everything on the off chance I needed it. The outer doors opened and Kris went first, blasting through as he flew towards the ships on our scanners.
I wanted to know how we’d missed them. Did Ryojin have some kind of scrambling tech as well? I wouldn’t put it past him. My grip on the steering was firm, but there were no nerves. This was what I was made for.
Slamming forward, the transport flew out of the Wolfegang and I could see what my scanners had shown me with my own two eyes. “Only two?” I clarified. Kris’s ship was faster and had more advanced tech than the transport.
“Only two!” he shouted, firing at one marauder as it circled the Wolfegang.
I selected a wide transmission, keeping out the Federation ships. “Ryojin is on his way to this location. We need to get the ship out of the trap and make it to the access point before he gets here. I doubt he’ll be alone and we can’t take on an entire legion of Federation ships.”
Chase’s voice was strained but he sounded firm and sure. “Sascha and Ricky are working on it. Celeste is running defense.”
I flew around the Wolfegang, spiraling around the larger ship, just shy of the shield, firing when I got within range of the Federation ships. They weren’t trying to engage which made things more difficult. They were just trying to keep us from escaping, guarding us until their reinforcements arrived.
I switched the channel so it was just Kris and I. “We need to get out of here,” I told him. “If Ryojin arrives while Sascha and I are here…” Damn it, I should have taken her with me. That was a mistake I didn’t plan to make again.
The two of us were still controlled by Ryojin if he could get close enough. I wasn’t sure how strong his programming was. Could he make me obey with his voice alone, or did I have to see him? It was a risk I wasn’t willing to take and if need be I’d leave and take Sascha with me. Kris could get the others out and evacuate them to a safe location. Then we’d rendezvous once everyone had gotten away.
But Sascha and I couldn’t be anywhere near Ryojin.
“I will get them out Kat, don’t worry,” Kris told me. “Keep me updated on the general’s progress so I know when to bail.”
The tracking showed me he was still a few galaxies away, and while the Federation had bigger, stronger hyperdrives they still had to stop every so often to let them recharge. Even if they did have multiple drives, the engines could only take so much before overheating.
I gritted my teeth and dove after one of the Federation marauders. If we could take these two out maybe we could blow up whatever held the Wolfegang in place and get the hell out of there. Whoever was the pilot was good; they led me up and over, down and around. Their evasion of my constant pulse fire was impressive. And their ship was better than mine.
“Kris, I’m going to set you up,” I told him, and then flicked the engines to maximum power. “Bring in the second if you can.”
“Will do, little sis. Ready when you are.”
I chased the marauder, trying to lead him back, but the ship kept its distance. Fine, I was done playing nice. My gaze ran over the transport’s console and I decided to try something really stupid. We had one missile.
“Change of plans, big bro. I’m going to detonate, and I want you in position when the smoke clears.”
“Heading your way.”
“Please be careful,” Chase’s voice whispered over the comms right before I let the missile loose.
It exploded and I dove down. Kris went up and as a team we fired on the marauder who couldn’t see shit. The Federation ship exploded into a thousand tiny pieces and then my twin and I crossed paths and swung around to the second ship.
“Not going to work a second time,” I told him.
“Follow my lead.”
Kris flew straight at the Wolfegang like we were going to re-dock. I followed, not sure where this was headed, but I trusted my twin. He’d spent the last three years fighting the Federation. He knew what he was doing.
Then I saw it, the flight pattern, the end goal, and the trick.
I spun and sent the cannon’s controls to the steering, switching weapons just in case. The second marauder went straight for Kris, making a beeline towards him as the shield went down to let Kris in. Instead of docking my brother veered straight up and the shield phased back into place.
It wasn’t the same shield I’d made for Sarmatia so the marauder just bounced off, the crystal energy crackling and momentarily freezing the marauder’s engines. And then I fired. The blast rocked the Wolfegang but the marauder was frozen in place. There was no way for them to move as the cannon fire slammed into them.
I emptied the clip and on the third blast the marauder tore apart into three pieces. Kris came around and fired into the pieces floating out into space. I ran the scan again. “All signs of life are gone,” I stated. “Ryojin is only three galaxies away. I estimate twenty minutes tops.”
“Both of you back on the ship,” Chase demanded. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”





CHAPTER NINETEEN

“How much time until Federation forces arrive?” Chase asked over the comms the second Kris and I docked.
The airlock pressurized and I was out of the transport before the stairs even touched the floor. I tapped the comm in my ear and checked my plex one more time. “Fourteen minutes and thirty-six seconds.”
“How goes getting the ship unstuck?” I took the stairs three at a time. Sascha and I had to get ready to disappear if need be. Without Kris or me and my clone, there was a chance Ryojin would move on, searching for us. That meant we couldn’t go to Kami Prime.
I burst into the bridge and Chase looked relieved when he glanced over his shoulder to see me. “Ricky is still working on it, but he currently can’t get the device off without ripping a hole in the ship.”
Chase moved toward me and I wrapped my arms around his waist. His went around my shoulders and I was pressed into his chest. I breathed in his spicy scent. Sascha and I had to leave and I knew he’d fight me on it.
“Kris and I can help for the next five to seven minutes,” I said, pulling back so I could see the captain’s green eyes. “Then we have to go. We can’t risk Ryojin getting too close to me or the clone. And we definitely can’t afford for him to take Kris. It’s not just because he’s my brother, I haven’t been recognized by the rebellion yet. All this would be for nothing if the Federation caught him.”
Without Kris the Jaguarundi wouldn’t follow me despite Kris’s assurance they would. They didn’t know me, had never worked with me, and were spread throughout the known universe. I had no idea what they even expected, wanted, or needed. Without the Jaguarundi there was no coalition, no gates, no forcing the Federation’s hand to let people like me and Wolfe go free and not end up hunted like dogs.
“I don’t like the idea of splitting up,” Chase hedged. “We are stronger together.”
It was difficult to leave him, but it had to be done. I gave him a sad smile and a quick kiss before I took a step back. “Yes, until Ryojin forces me to kill you all.”
Then I turned and followed the sounds of Ricky’s voice. Sascha never once replied and it would have been pointless since Ricky didn’t understand Russian, but she could understand him just fine. Every once in a while I heard him slip into his native tongue, cursing in a language I’d yet to learn. It was strange not to understand every word being said around me, but I also enjoyed it.
Kris was already down there, drilling into the floor with Ricky.
“What’s the damage?” I asked, taking the plex Sascha held out for me.
“Whatever the device is, it uses some kind of magnetic field to keep us in place. I can’t get to it from here, and nothing I can do inside will change anything,” Ricky told me. “Someone has to go outside to deactivate the magnetic field so we can get to the next access point.”
I chewed on my lip as I considered it. When I looked up Sascha was doing the same thing. “Can’t be either of us,” I told Ricky. “Not with Ryojin on his way.”
“I can provide cover,” Kris said. “For as long as possible. But it might be better to evacuate everyone now.”
Ricky and I shook our heads at the same time. “The captain would never abandon his ship,” Ricky said with a rueful smile.
“Goddamn it! Why does everything have to be so complicated?” Kris asked, throwing his hands up in the air.
The slight shake of the ship concerned me but it also gave me an idea. “There are three people with telekinetic powers here, can’t we do something?” I asked.
Kris raked his fingers through his shaggy hair. “I told you, using my powers is hit or miss. They’re too strong.”
I took my brother’s hand and squeezed. “And mine are shit, but I have unending control. Sascha and I can help control the damage you do to the magnetic field only.” I glanced at my clone and she nodded.
None of us had ever worked together before, and I’d never done more than move something small. Because like Kris, I worried about the untapped ability simmering deep down, the same one that could shake and rattle an entire spaceport.
“Sascha and I will take the transport out, and once you’re free we will head straight to Reidgotaland through a different path. Kris you can head to your base and the Wolfegang will take the shield to Kami Prime. It’s rather straight forward to install,” I told Ricky. “I’m pretty sure you could do it.”
Ricky nodded and sealed the floor back up. “I’m going to get suited up just in case things don’t go as planned. “I’ll let the captain know. Get out there and good luck.”
Kris and I nodded in tandem then shared a quick look. We were both nervous but I knew we could do this. Together we were much stronger than apart. Without a word the three of us went up the ladder, making our way to the cargo bay. I grabbed my pack from the common area and checked to make sure I had my plex.
It would be better this way. Chase wouldn’t be happy about it, but it was better than risking Ryojin getting his hands on Sascha or me. I couldn’t imagine the damage he could do with one of us, let alone two.
“I can act as co-pilot,” Sascha said. Her hand-scan opened the transport door and I smiled. She could have left us at any time and had chosen not to.
“How good are you at this?” I asked, strapping Tiberius into one of the chairs.
“Moving things with my mind?”
“Yeah.” I plopped into the pilot’s chair. We had four minutes before Sascha and I had to get out of there. “Can you make sure things don’t go bad?”
She shrugged one shoulder delicately while the engines powered up. We watched Kris take off and I kept the shield down to make sure it didn’t interfere with what we were about to do. A few moments later we were outside the ship and underneath where the magnetic device was located. It hadn’t even shown up on any of the scanners which meant it was the newest tech available, definitely something Ryojin set up.
Setting up the comms to include the Wolfegang, Kris and our transport – I reached over and pulled up my plex display to watch Ryojin’s progress. He was currently stationary, but I had no idea how long that would last.
“All right Kris, let me know what you need.” I tugged on one of my curls and then relaxed my hands, leaning back against the pilot’s chair so I could close my eyes and focus.
Sascha took my hand and squeezed. I could feel her, not physically, but her mental tendrils came out and reached towards Kris. They were strong, questing, and disciplined. Hesitantly I reached out as well, preparing to tap into the ability I avoided like the plague.
“I can rip it off the ship with brute force, but I need you two to protect the ship from the damage that will do.”
“We can do that but the shield cannot be up,” Sascha stated.
“Captain, can you please lower the shield?” I asked.
The feel of the energy dissipating made my palms sweat as I realized we were really going to do this.
“Katerina, help me create a bubble around the device, large enough to let Kris do his job, but small enough it cannot damage the ship,” Sascha instructed.
“What about the hull?” I asked, reaching out with my mind to see what I could build, feeling the clone’s mental force, and then a massive, crackling ball of power where Kris was located.
“We managed to cut out the anchor,” Ricky said. “Kris should be able to peel it off. The inner hull is sealed.”
“Ready when you are, big bro,” I muttered.
“Brace yourselves,” he warned.
Then there was a burst of mental power, so strong, so volatile and brutal it made me shudder in appreciation and fear. I wove what little telekinetic power I had with Sascha’s and we threw it over the claws of Kris’s attack. Sparks and lightning came from the device, but it came off the Wolfegang and instantly the ship drifted towards us. A panel was missing on the hull, but otherwise the damage seemed minimal.
What wasn’t minimal was the intensity of my twin’s power, beating against the walls of mine and Sascha’s mental wall. I gritted my teeth as I held on, waiting for the Wolfegang to get out of the danger zone.
“Stop Kris, you freed the ship!” I yelled, feeling the strain and pull as I tried to hold back that massive burst of power that seemed never ending. “Pull it back!”
Still it kept coming and my control frayed, my mind weakened against my twin’s. He was so much stronger than me and I knew this was why Ryojin wanted him. With this kind of strength he could tear apart anything in his path, maybe even whole worlds.
“I just have, to reel it back in,” he gritted out.
So much power it seemed like it would never stop until Sascha shoved back. She could hold him back; push it towards the source and away from the ship. It felt more like Kris had clamped down on his power for so long it had built up to unmanageable levels. He had to let it off a bit at a time like I did to maintain control; otherwise we could end up destroying the universe between the two of us.
Then the Wolfegang was out of the line of fire and Sascha and I let it go, we let the power blast out into nothingness so Kris could exhaust himself enough to stop the destructive energy. I sat in the pilot’s chair and opened my eyes to see the Wolfegang floating away, shield back up, and the engines looked ready to dive into hyperspace. I panted, trying to catch my breath as sweat trickled down the back of my neck, down my chest, and dripped from my hairline after all the strain.
“Katerina, you better be alive,” Chase said after a few seconds of silence.
I glanced at Sascha and she didn’t even look bothered, but maybe she was a little paler than normal. My clone smiled at me. “We did it,” she said.
My water canteen in my pack was exactly what I needed. I took a sip and then readied the hyperdrive. “I’m alive and well, Captain,” I reassured Chase. “We are heading to the access point now. Everything okay over there?”
“Damage to the ship is only ten percent, we can repair it on Kami Prime,” Ricky told me.
Sascha entered in the coordinates for me and helped me find the safest route to Reidgotaland. “Kris can you take us there by gate halfway through?” I asked. It would be safer and Ryojin wouldn’t be able to track us.
My twin sounded ragged as he came up alongside us. “Sure, I’ll follow you until you give the signal. I’m sending the available gates over now.”
The data came up on the console and I pushed it over to Sascha to figure out while I prepped for the next jump.
“Safe travels, Captain,” I said, reaching the access point before the Wolfegang. “Hyperdrive in three, two, one…”
Then Chase disappeared as the stars stretched to white lines. The pull was stronger in the smaller ship. We popped out right next to Kris and I breathed a sigh of relief to see that Ryojin’s transmission was further away.
There was no way to know about the Wolfegang and whether it made it to Kami Prime or not. I would just have to wait for an update, or for Chase to catch up with us on Reidgotaland. I didn’t like splitting up either, but this would leave at least three trails to confuse Ryojin.
“Meet me at these coordinates,” I told Kris, sending them over after having picked a gate. “We’ll split up to confuse our tracks and then you can jump us.”
“Sounds good, Kitty Kat, see you in twenty minutes.” Then my brother jumped into hyperspace, leaving a small ion trail in his wake.
I accepted Sascha’s route and slumped back into the chair for a moment. “I had no idea he was that strong.”
Hyperdrive was up and ready to go. The transport could only make a few small jumps at a time, but I would use that to my advantage. Coordinates locked and I jumped us. A minute later we popped out near a spaceport. I headed towards it, looping around back to the same access point.
“He is the strongest ever recorded,” Sascha admitted. “Ryojin managed to scan him during an event that killed hundreds on the surface of a Federation planet about two years ago. Kristopher’s thoughts indicate it had been an accident though. The general has wanted him ever since.”
“How do you know that?” I asked, setting up the next set of coordinates.
Sascha doubled-checked the area and then activated the jump. “When I was programmed I was uploaded with all the data on the rebellion. Kristopher has been on the top of the general’s list for a long time, especially when he couldn’t figure out how the rebels kept evading him.”
The pull made me feel nauseous this time and when we popped out I had to drink some more water before I puked everywhere. I glanced back and checked on Tiberius. The damn cat looked like he was taking a nap sitting up, eyes closed and not the least bit bothered about everything going on around him.
“No wonder Ryojin was so disappointed with me,” I murmured, eyeing the planet that took up the entire display.
The purple rings seemed to glow with a strange iridescence and I couldn’t tear my eyes from the purple and teal clouds that covered the whole planet. There was an inhabited moon per my scanner, but not much else in the area. We were still in Federation space, but the gate would take us so far out of their jurisdiction that they had no idea Reidgotaland even existed. Yet.
“Ready for another?” Sascha asked.
I nodded and set up the last two jumps that would be one right after the other. Kris would meet us there and then we’d finally be able to get to the Norsemen. My vambrace said it was only nine thirty in the morning, but I was still annoyed.
We should have been meeting with King Arik already. Ryojin’s stupid trap had really set us back. The only thing that made me feel better was I knew that with every jump he got further and further away.
“One more and we’ll be closer to our mission,” I said, more for myself than anything. When I activated the jump I gripped the steering hard.
We popped out and Kris was already waiting for us. Damn, his ship was fast.
“You doing okay?” I asked over the comms. Knowing my twin, he’d probably never admit it, but I knew better.
“Doing okay,” he replied. “Could be better. I warned you it was unpredictable.”
“Practice makes perfect,” I said. “Take us to the gate so you can get back to your people.”
We were surrounded by nothing again. There was a nebula in the distance, but I didn’t see anything that could host a gate.
“Practice gets people killed,” Kris said. “And they’re our people. Follow me.” Then he headed straight for the nebula.
I sighed. Of course it was in there with minimal visibility and who knew what else. Nebulae made me nervous to fly through. It was an oddity of mine that I had absolutely no shame about. “Warn me before you just open it up,” I told him. “I’ve never flown in tandem through a gate.”
“Just stick close.”
I got as close to my twin’s ship as possible without bumping into him. We flew like two June bugs on a summer night. Calming my mind and using it to anticipate his moves, the path he would take – we were one ship as every motion was perfectly in sync.
Then I saw it. There was a small planet among all the stardust, probably formed after the star had exploded. Kris dived for it and I was right on his ass, veering when he did, keeping the same speed, and holding steady as I watched a small gate activate. We grew closer and then we hit that nothingness, the transport so close it was read as Kris’s ship.
A split second of weightlessness, of nothing but my mind in a void.
When I was back in my body and in space I realized we were only one jump away from Reidgotaland. So close. I couldn’t help but feel excited to see the planet I loved so much again, the beautiful, rolling green hills and mountains. The place where I’d found Tiberius and gained a friend for the rest of my life. It was where Alva was, my first girl friend since I woke up from cryostasis.
We couldn’t get there fast enough.
“I’ll see you by the end of the day,” I told Kris.
“These are the coordinates to the base,” Kris said, sending them over. “Protect them with your life.” Then my twin was gone, back through the gate and the portal closed behind us.
Sascha flew us toward the next access point, only twenty minutes away. It felt like forever before we reached it. Then the nerves and excitement fluttered in my belly. I was almost scared to see Alva and Andvari again. I paused before entering the last set of coordinates, the ones I’d memorized to keep them safe.
Andvari had already been wary of me when I saw him all those months ago, before my time on Enzo with Ryojin. The last time I saw Andvari was when Donnelly had cornered us on Asgard and threatened to kill everyone. I’d sacrificed myself for the gate, but also to keep Andvari’s people safe.
Alva I hadn’t seen for much longer than that since she’d stayed on their home planet while we traveled to Asgard. Would they even recognize me? Would they think I was some kind of monster now? The thought hadn’t crossed my mind, but they could very well turn me away because of what I was now.
“It will be all right,” Sascha murmured in Russian. The language soothed me and I tapped in the last two digits. “They will understand change is inevitable.”
Then there was my clone. I activated the jump and crossed my fingers we wouldn’t be shot out of the sky.
The second we entered Norse space I sent out the codes I’d been given. Alva had promised Reidgotaland would always be my home, but this would be the real test.
The guttural language came over the transmission and I smiled. It had been a long time since I’d heard it. “State your name and business.”
“Scholar Katerina Anderson, here to speak with Princess Alva,” I replied in Norse.
There was a moment of silence as our ship was scanned and I could practically feel the intensity on the other side.
“Katerina?” Alva asked over the comms. “Is that really you?”
I smiled, relieved to hear the excitement in her voice. “Hey girl, long time no see.”
Her squeal made me grin and Sascha received permission to land with the right coordinates. We flew towards the capitol and I knew that even if there was going to be some awkwardness about everything that had happened since my last visit, at least Alva and I would still get to see each other again.
The other part of me, the side where logic ruled, didn’t care as long as we got our fighters because we were going to war. There was no room to worry what other people thought about me. I had to convince them to fight with us, or we would all die getting that cure.
Because I wasn’t going to stop. Even if it was only me – I’d go in and get it for Chase or die trying.





CHAPTER TWENTY

The moment we landed on the airstrip there was a crowd of people I hadn’t anticipated surrounding the transport. I glanced at Sascha and hoped things wouldn’t get complicated with her like it had on Sarmatia.
I lowered the stairs and Tiberius perked up when the smell of the air reached us. I breathed in deep and smiled. I’d been to a lot of places in the last year, but this still felt the most like home other than the Wolfegang. I went down first with Tiberius at my side and saw a crowd of people headed towards us.
At the front was Alva, grinning like crazy. She picked up speed when she saw me and I ran out to meet her. The hug she gave me was crushing and I squeezed back, careful not to break her.
“Katerina, it has been too long. I’ve missed you,” she said, taking a step back to get a good look at me. Her face sobered when she took in the differences, and the clone behind me. “What happened after Asgard? We’ve been waiting for word ever since your crew left after dropping off the necklace.”
I noticed she wore Brisingamen around her neck, but didn’t say anything. My own smile dropped and I took a step back, waiting until Sascha stood by my side. Tiberius didn’t recognize anyone, it had been too long and he’d been only a baby. The lougar was on alert, pressed to my calf just enough we could read each other and react at a split-second notice.
“This is Sascha,” I told her. “We are here because we need your help. May we request an audience?”
It would be best to tell everyone everything all at once and get it out of the way. Then they could decide what to do with us. It would be less awkward and I wouldn’t get as hurt if they were all disgusted by me if we spent as little time on the planet as possible.
Alva studied the two of us again and I saw her take in Sascha’s purple eyes. Then she nodded and suddenly she was the princess, and the guards behind her reacted accordingly. They looked menacing. I tried not to smile. They couldn’t take me, let alone me and Sascha.
“Follow me,” Alva said. “I will call an emergency audience with the king and the prince.”
Sascha, Tiberius, and I followed the welcome party towards the massive castle where we’d stayed all those months ago. I tried to ignore the feeling of coming home and reminded myself we were there to get them to join the coalition. If they didn’t agree the rebellion could very well be over before it even really started.
The sun was bright and warm and made me want to strip the jacket I wore, but I left it. It hid my holster and all the weapons I carried. We may be friends with the Norse, but I wasn’t stupid. I wouldn’t let my guard down ever again. Ryojin had been a mistake and I couldn’t afford another one.
As the two giant doors opened before us I was struck with an intense déjà vu. The last time we’d been strangers and possible enemies. Was I back in that position? I hoped not, but it wouldn’t surprise me if I were. Ever since I’d become something more…people preferred to stay as far away from me as possible. They had to sense something unnatural.
The white and gold marble floor was as gorgeous as ever and the way the sun struck it through the two story floor-to-ceiling windows was something I’d never forget. Alva stopped before the council room and told us to wait while she made sure all was ready.
Sascha and I shared a look while we waited. The two guards stationed at the large, carved-wood doors glared at us and I tried to keep a neutral expression even though I felt myself becoming defensive already.
At least she didn’t try to make us get all dressed up this time. We didn’t have time to mess around.
It didn’t take long. When the doors opened we were ushered in. I stepped into the room, leading the way with Sascha and Tiberius right behind me. I stopped right before the half-moon dais and bowed. “I’d curtsy King Arik, but it would look ridiculous without a dress.” I smiled when I straightened but it didn’t quite reach my eyes. Andvari sat on the king’s right, Alva on the king’s left, and the other council members were familiar but I didn’t know their names.
“I have received word this is not a social visit. While I am disappointed we cannot yet celebrate your return, I do hope I will be able to assist you. Please, tell us the reason for your visit.” The king waved his hand to indicate I may speak.
The king waited patiently, never once looking away from me. I could feel Andvari’s gaze like burning hot metal, but I didn’t look at him, not yet. Alva studied me, no doubt finding the differences, putting two and two together as she studied my clone just as intently.
I stepped forward and met each council member’s eyes. I needed them to understand, to feel sympathy and compassion. So I started from the beginning. I told them all the truth about my origins, the year I was born and the reason I was put into cryostasis. Then I explained what had happened when I woke up and how I’d come to realize I was not a normal human.
Every detail was told from being arrested on Earth, the torture and interrogation, the first lives I’d taken, and then my escape with the Wolfegang and how I’d joined their crew. I made sure to explain the captain had no idea I was different, that I’d kept it a secret for as long as possible, terrified of what would happen to me if I didn’t.
It wasn’t difficult to tell them all about Lyn Tallis, Donnelly, or how Andvari had suspected and then helped me escape on Momoko. I made sure to mention how I’d willingly gone with Lt. Donnelly on Asgard to help keep Brisingamen and the Norse people safe. I’d kept my damn word and thought Wolfe had died for it.
The truth was what I’d promised so I mentioned the gate on Asgard, and how I’d found my brother there waiting for me. When I took a breath I glanced down at the cub and he hadn’t once moved a muscle. He was on guard and alert, still as a statue for as long as necessary. Sascha took a step closer to me in a show of solidarity and I appreciated it more than I cared to admit.
This was the hard part. I took a deep breath and gave a brief overview on my time as Donnelly’s prisoner and then how Ryojin had stepped in. I explained the deal I’d made with the general and my intentions. I’d wanted to be stronger and capable of everything the general was. Then I went into the experimentations Lyn had done, her serums and healing doses.
When I explained how I’d gotten free of the general and blown up Enzo I could see the council members on the edge of their seat. The crowd in the seats behind me was hushed and I could tell they hung on every word, probably curious why I was pouring my whole life out at their feet.
Now I had to suck them in, make them feel invested, and hopefully convince them all to help us. Speaking in their native tongue had to be helping; I only hoped I could deliver. Millions of ex-soldiers and prisoners of war were counting on me, whether they knew it or not.
“The Federation has millions of prisoners – from war, from their own genetic experiments – the general plans to exterminate them all as defects through no fault of their own.” I spread my hands palm up, keeping my eyes down so as not to accidentally challenge anyone. “We don’t have the forces to free them. The Federation is sending out a targeted disease for all discharged Heishi soldiers, and Captain Wolfe has already begun deteriorating. We need your help getting the cure, and saving millions.”
I paused and knew this would be the hard sell. Clasping my hands behind my back I widened my stance and held my chin up. The glass windows behind the council glittered and shone with the setting sun. It was nearly sunset on the planet but it was still morning for me, the only downside to keeping Earth time.
“I am Second to the leader of the Jaguarundi rebellion, Bagheera – and my twin brother. The Wolfegang crew are on their way here, but don’t worry your location is safe from the Federation. We are bringing a gate and ask that you join our coalition. The Xiang galaxy has already signed on and requests have been sent far and wide. If we can band together we can stop the Federation from conquering more galaxies and planets, we can retain our rights and freedoms with a fair agreement, but we cannot do it alone.”
The silence that followed my words seemed to go on forever. For the first time since leaving Enzo I reached out with my mind to feel the general emotions of the people around me. I tread carefully around Andvari and Alva. I didn’t want to violate their privacy, but I also needed to know what to expect, and make sure I didn’t have to run.
Mostly they were stunned, shocked at my history, and what I’d gone through after Asgard. It seemed everyone here knew who I was. I was the scholar who’d returned Brisingamen to them, but they were also fearful of the news I brought. The Federation was a bogeyman to them.
“Even if you don’t join us, the Federation will find you eventually and make you bow down to them. If you join us now we could prevent that from ever happening.” I was coming on a little strong, but I didn’t want that doubt and fear to turn them away from even considering my proposition.
There were a few defensive thoughts but surprisingly, most people in the council room agreed with me. They had no plans to fight off the Federation. Their army was substantial but the tech wasn’t on par with what the Federation had. A gate though – the king was willing to consider my offer for the opportunity at a gate.
“I am glad Captain Wolfe is alive and well despite the illness,” Alva stated, breaking the tense silence. Her slight smile made me silently sigh in relief. At the very least I didn’t disgust her, and she was still my friend even if we couldn’t fight together.
Bowing slightly I gave her a small smile. “As am I.”
Andvari’s attention was sharp and he seemed displeased. I wondered if he still thought a relationship between me and the captain was an abomination, or he wanted to know exactly what the identical woman standing next to me was.
“And this Sascha, who is she exactly?” Andvari asked. The way he glared at her made me think he already knew.
“Sascha is a clone of me. General Ryojin is planning to exterminate soldiers who’ve used the old serum and replace them with his mindless drones. But he’s also starting a clone army using my twin and I’s DNA. They also have…abilities like we do,” I explained. “They currently aren’t viable, but it’s only a matter of time before they are.”
“Three months to grow one, and two weeks to finish programming,” Sascha reminded me.
The foreign Russian words made everyone’s head turn to her and then I repeated what she’d said in Norse. “At worst we have five months before Ryojin wipes out any opposition and takes what the Federation wants without a fight.”
“Clones?” the king asked. “What abilities do these clones have?”
The whole situation seemed to overwhelm him and despite the fact that he was only in his fifties, Arik suddenly looked ancient as he stroked his beard and contemplated me and Sascha.
I shrugged one shoulder. “The goal is to have the same abilities my twin and I have; telekinesis and telepathy. I did not develop these until I had multiple serum injections and I’m still learning exactly how to use them. My twin doesn’t have much telepathy but his strength is unparalleled.”
The murmurs that followed were expected. They all mentally drew back from me and I tried not to show how much it bothered me to feel it. Even Alva sat back, no doubt wondering if I’d messed with her mind at some point.
“We need to discuss this,” King Arik said. “You must realize that.”
I bowed one more time and Sascha mimicked my every move perfectly, making it look as though we did it in tandem rather than a millisecond behind me. “As much as you must realize that I need these forces as soon as possible. I plan to attack tomorrow, with or without your help.” I straightened and turned with Tiberius and Sascha in perfect sync with me.
The murmurs that followed behind our wake were hard to ignore, but they wouldn’t be able to discuss with us there. The guards opened the doors for us and I kept going, following the map in my memory. I picked up speed until I ran through the hallways, down the stairs and through the kitchens. When I burst out the side door and the forest spread before me I stopped and breathed the fresh air deep. I signaled for Tiberius to scout.
There was nothing and no one around us so I released him from his commands and told him to go play. Sascha walked next to me as we headed to the forest I’d walked through once with Alva and I wondered where Fenrir was.
“Did that go well?” Sascha asked me.
I shrugged and we made our way through the trees, following the sound of Tiberius’s steps as he stalked some small mammal. “It didn’t go badly. Let’s just hope they decide in our favor.” The Russian words soothed me and I always liked the way they felt on my tongue.
“Will you really go in by yourself?” My clone tugged on the hem of her shirt and then took a step away from me. She reached out for a tree, running her fingers along the bark and I wondered if she’d ever seen trees before.
I tried to think back, but she’d only been in ships or spaceports as far as I was aware as the Sarmatians hadn’t wanted her on their planet. Sascha looked up at the blue sky in wonder and then down at the green grass. The wind blew through the forest and rustled the leaves. The sounds of birds and animals filled the space as I watched her.
It was like a small child enjoying life for the first time and it made my heart ache for her, such a short, brutal life. I hated it, hated how Ryojin didn’t even see them as people. They were slaves, not much better than robots and AI.
Tiberius leapt across my path and then disappeared again, but I could hear him as he bounded through the forest, playing like the big cub he still was.
“I will go in by myself to get the cure. There is no way I could also free the prisoners,” I explained. “Which would mean the war was over before it started. We can’t win against the Federation without more fighters, ships, weapons, and access to someone who can actually back up the coalition – change the way the Federation handles its business. But at least I’d be able to save Chase.”
It was the one thing I knew I could do no matter how risky and dangerous, I could get that cure and get out relatively unscathed. And even if I was injured – severely – I would heal. Short of an explosion that ripped me to pieces, my body would repair itself.
“What happens if we cannot free the prisoners?” Sascha asked, though she had the same level of reasoning and deduction that I did.
“I’m not ready to think that far ahead,” I confessed.
Being capable of thinking twelve steps ahead, preparing for multiple different outcomes was definitely something I could do, but I didn’t like to – not when my brother was involved. There was a good chance everything would change at multiple different points in time and planning for anything but chaos was a waste of time.
I checked my new vambrace. Still no signal from the Wolfegang. Depending on the installation of the shield on Kami Prime and the repairs on the ship I shouldn’t hear from Chase for a few hours more at least. Didn’t mean I had to like it. Anything could happen and I was terrified I’d never see him again.
Sascha watched me closely and I knew she could sense my inner turmoil. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath before falling into a cross-legged position on the forest floor. I had to remind myself I was the perfect weapon. I could get the cure and find Chase on my own if I had to. It was what I’d been made for.
My clone sat across from me and I opened my eyes when I sensed her watching me even more intently. “Why fight with the rebellion?” she asked, cocking her head to the side the exact same way I did.
This time I mirrored her, watching for the tiny details to indicate the way she would move and how. Her hand came up to push back a curl and I copied her, barely a millisecond behind. Sascha tapped her bottom lip and I followed, right before we smiled at the same time.
“Kris can make a compelling argument when he wants to,” I said.
“That doesn’t explain why,” Sascha pressed.
I shrugged and she copied me this time. I grinned and so did she.
“The two of you are very disturbing,” Alva said as she came through the trees to our location.
I held up a hand and then gave Tiberius the signal that indicated a friend and not an enemy. “You should be more careful in the woods, princess,” I said as Tiberius lumbered to my side. He sat but wouldn’t lie down and relax. He watched Alva too closely and I wondered what he sensed about her that put him on edge even when I hadn’t put him on guard.
Alva smiled and whistled. Fenrir came up behind her and I grinned but the wolf only had eyes for Tiberius. Another signal to indicate ‘friend’ and then told him to go ‘introduce’ himself to the large wolf.
But seeing the two of them so close, inspecting each other…it was easy to see how much the cub had grown. He was only about half the size of the wolf, but considering the wolf was large enough for Alva to ride that was still pretty impressive. Based on the size of Tiberius’s parents he’d probably be as big as Fenrir or bigger when he was fully grown.
“I’m always careful,” Alva said, sitting down next to Sascha and me. She looked between the two of us with a bit of confusion and curiosity. “This clone feels different than you.”
“That’s because she is. We are not the same person,” I told Alva. “Sascha just likes to make people uncomfortable by acting as though we are one.” I lifted up my left hand to touch my face, tracing my lips and Sascha did the exact same thing. “She also understands you, but can only speak Russian.”
Alva smiled and held out her hand to my clone. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Sascha.” They clasped arms.
Secretly I was pleased Alva treated her like anyone else. It was insane the amount of resistance people had to a clone. It didn’t help they weren’t legal and on top of all the controversy she had powers too. They just couldn’t see her like I did, and maybe that’s because I knew without a doubt she wasn’t me, she didn’t even have the same interests as me.
“She’s also dying,” I murmured.
Sascha’s smile grew sad but she never looked upset about it, only resigned.
“I’m sorry,” Alva said. “It’s been a bit of a day. Your arrival, the clone…my father has left the decision of what to do to me and my brother. He wants us to take over for him.”
“Brisingamen looks good on you,” I told her. “I’m sure you will do what’s right for your people.”
“The coronation will be within the week. I believe this is the last straw for my father. He’s ready for days of peace and quiet, not war.”
I stilled as I tried not to read too much into her words. “War is never easy,” I said carefully, reaching out as Tiberius finished with Fenrir.
The cub butted his head against my hand and then clambered into my lap, all one hundred and fifty pounds of him. He was much more relaxed now that he’d been reintroduced to Fenrir. He even let Alva stroke his fur and scratch behind his ears.
“You’ve done an amazing job with him,” Alva said. “I wasn’t sure you’d be able to tame him.”
I scratched under Tiberius’s chin and enjoyed the way his eyes closed and the loud purr rumbled through him. “He’s not tame and never will be, but he is trained and he’s familiar with me. No doubt I’ll have to keep up his training all his life because he’ll always be a wild animal at heart.”
Alva nodded in agreement and then pulled at the skirts of her dress until they sat just so. My stomach dropped as I felt a change in the air. “Andvari is not sure he wants to pledge forces and sign a coalition with people he does not know,” she finally said. “I on the other hand feel we should get ahead of the problem before the Federation is on our doorstep and we lose our people to war regardless, most likely without the possible outcome of retaining our freedom.”
I looked up as the sun dipped and the sky darkened. The stars were absolutely gorgeous and I hoped Chase was close – that my brother had made it to his base safely and was busy gathering more fighters, more ships, more weapons…just more of everything even though it didn’t matter how much we acquired because it would never hold a candle to the arsenal the Federation possessed.
“Why did you agree to fight with the rebellion?” Sascha asked again.
I gave her a sharp look. She simply stared at me and I knew in that moment the answer was more important than a conversation to pass the time. “I joined the rebellion so that I could have the opportunity to be free without being hunted by the general and his forces. I don’t want to be forced to be his perfect weapon. I don’t want anyone else to be forced to be his weapon,” I answered in Standard so Alva could understand.
“I agreed to fight for those I care about like Alva and Andvari,” I admitted. “To make up for what I did when I worked with Ryojin…” I trailed off, trying to think of what else.
Sascha nodded. “Why else? Dig deeper Katerina, these people need to hear it.”
I looked down at my hands and considered everything, even the stuff I shoved behind doors in my mind. “I joined because what the Federation is doing is wrong. It’s easy for me to ignore, being what I am. The time with Ryojin changed me, but deep down I know I can’t let him use an army of millions or billions with my face to rip apart the universe, to make its inhabitants bow down to the Federation to become slaves. I want a fair life for all of us, even the ones the Federation is trying to hide – like Wolfe. The people deserve the truth, and we deserve a life without fear.”
Leaves rustled and I was on my feet with my pistol pointed into the darkness before Alva could blink. I’d even startled Fenrir. He growled and then turned to the emerging figure. The sun had set completely and he was just a shadow until I focused.
“I believe you may be right, Katerina,” Andvari said. “It’s time our people had a chance to live in peace and happiness rather than the constant fear that the Federation will find and enslave us.”
The way he studied me, and then studied my clone…I knew Sascha had sensed him before even I had. I’d been too deep in thought, but Andvari could see no matter the distance or light and he’d been watching us from the council room no doubt. Once he was satisfied with his inspection of my clone he turned to face me.
I let him look and tried not to be bothered about it, lowering my pistol slowly.
“You look well, Katerina,” Andvari finally said. “I’m glad you were able to free yourself from that monster. I can never repay you for your sacrifice, but I can join you in this fight.” He looked to his sister and she stood with a smile, going to his side. “Our people will fight with yours. Reidgotaland will join the coalition.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

“Katerina, are you there?” My vambrace chirped as the transmission went through. The sound of Chase’s voice made me smile. Thank god he was okay.
“Yeah, Sascha and I are on the planet and we’ve had our audience. Reidgotaland is signing the coalition,” I told him as Andvari and Alva placed their hand on my plex, adding their genetic scan to the agreement with their pledge of soldiers and allegiance to the rebellion.
“We should be down as soon as they allow us access,” Chase said over the comms, his voice garbled and deep over the distance. “Ricky has the gate ready to go and the shield here for you to install.”
I would have to check to make sure the third shield was finished correctly. Ricky was good with crystals, but he’d said once he’d never be as good as the captain. So I added that to my ‘to do’ list. We couldn’t afford for a shield to fail because of an engineering error.
But out of all our allies, Reidgotaland was the safest. The Federation had no idea they even existed, and with Donnelly dead I doubted a grunt soldier would think twice about what they saw on Asgard. The only one who concerned me was Naois. She was smart and no doubt in the Heishi program by now.
I frowned. I’d have to check more of Ryojin’s files to see if Naois was mentioned, but I didn’t think I’d find anything useful. Maybe I could get an update while we stole the cure.
“We’ve just got clearance, see you soon,” Chase said.
“Hurry up,” I told him, taking the plex back from Alva and Andvari.
The captain chuckled before closing out the transmission. He knew despite my words what I actually meant. I smiled at Alva when she looked confused at our exchange. “I’m not a very nice person, but Chase gets me,” I said with a shrug.
Otherwise we could never be together, because I was difficult and knew it with no plans to change.
I sent out an encoded transmission to my twin, the private one he’d given me. Andvari and Alva watched as I waited for the crackle that would let me know we’d connected. It took much longer than I was used to. How far away was his base exactly?
“Kitty Kat, all well?” Kris asked, sounding distracted.
“Reidgotaland has joined the coalition and has pledged two-thirds of their army to help us free the prisoners tomorrow. They’re mobilizing now,” I informed him. It was still strange to report to my brother, but at the same time I trusted him with my life. Was all this really so different?
“Excellent,” Kris said, sounding as relieved as I felt. “I’m going to send you the info on where I need them. As soon as you can get here Kat, I need you for the rest of the plans. So hurry your ass up.”
I grinned at Alva and Sascha. Sometimes it was far too obvious my brother and I were twins. He ended the transmission before I could say anything and I shrugged as my vambrace popped up the designated coordinates for Alva’s legions.
“As soon as the captain comes down I’ll install the shield and lock it to you and Andvari. Then I have to leave. We need that cure as soon as possible, and I doubt Ryojin is going to wait around for me to save what I can. I don’t know what his plans are anymore and we need to anticipate the worst, act as though he knows exactly what we are going to do.”
I cocked my head as I heard the distinct sound of the Wolfegang’s engines. Rarely did Wolfe land it on the surface of the planet due to its size, because it made escape slower. We needed to upgrade the engines whenever I had the chance.
Thankfully Alva and Andvari were our allies. This was a peaceful visit, I reminded myself. It was difficult not to constantly be on the offensive, especially when my mind kept building possible scenarios that included Ryojin. He knew we were up to something. Kami Prime had tipped him off.
Now all I had to do was piece together his possible reactions to what he thought our plans might be. The advantage the general had was that he knew exactly what was on his plex and I didn’t. Maybe Kris had more info.
The moment the ship landed I was out of the council room and running to the landing strip. I needed to see Chase with my own eyes, hold him in my arms and remind myself we were still alive, still fighting, and at the very least we were still together.
The cargo bay doors opened and the ramp came down with a large clank onto the ground. Chase stepped out of the dark hold and stopped to search his surroundings. When he saw me running towards him he came down, walking with purpose. I slammed into him and he caught me, holding his ground with a laugh as his arms wrapped around my waist.
“Happy to see me?” Chase teased.
I grinned up at him, enjoying the way he touched my face, pushed back my windblown hair, and the way he looked at me – taking me in and drinking in my appearance. “No, I’m pissed you’re late.”
His warm laugh made my smile widen and my cheeks hurt from all the smiling I’d done recently. I may still be a broken mess but Chase made me happier than I’d ever been in my life. Standing on my tiptoes I pressed my lips against his, holding on tight for just a moment before I had to get back to reality.
“It is nice to see you again, Captain Wolfe,” Alva said from behind me.
Awkward and a bit embarrassed I took a step back and let them chat while I went up into the ship. Sascha had managed to catch up and was a few steps behind me. Celeste was at Kris’s worktable, sifting through the remaining items.
“How was the trip here?” I asked.
“More Federation ships than there normally are. We need an advanced scan of the locations we plan to hit,” Celeste grumped. “I do not believe we will be able to avoid confrontation.”
The news made my stomach sink and adrenaline flood my system as I tried to think of a way around a full on fight, but it was looking more and more likely that we’d have to sacrifice more forces and fighters than we’d originally hoped.
I sighed and grabbed the third and last shield case. If we managed to make it out of this mission alive we still might not have what we needed to fight off the Federation. Kris and I needed to sit down and come up with a few backup plans other than blowing everything up and starting fresh, though that sure was tempting.
The shield looked right, but I sat down to go through every crystal and double check the programming. We couldn’t afford an accident. Concentrating, I went through each disc as quickly as I could, scanning the programs against memory and then ensuring they were all in the right order with the red discs placed in strategic locations to boost the power as well as create the volatile reaction I enjoyed so much.
“It is strange to see how different you are,” Celeste mentioned, sitting down across from me.
Instantly I paused, looking up to see her staring at the way my hands moved. I glanced over to see Sascha with a plate of food. She handed me something and I shook my head. Tiberius huffed after his inspection of the cargo bay and flopped down in front of the open doors, staring out at the planet. The cub was relaxed so I had nothing to worry about.
It took me a moment to disconnect from the work on the shield to process what Celeste had said. “You think it’s strange that I can do things now instead of being the idiot I was when I first woke up from cryostasis?” I clarified.
She nodded and took the snack from Sascha’s outstretched hand. “Though I thought you were just especially stupid for a human at the time. Now…you are quicker than a Sarmatian, stronger too, and also smarter. We don’t have many equals.”
“How many languages do you speak?” I asked, going back to work.
“Sixteen,” Celeste replied. “Including Olkchen. But that is not my point. You are still the same as you were before Ryojin trained you, but there is more; not less.”
Interesting that Celeste sensed something off about me. The way she put it though was absolutely correct. I didn’t lose anything…except my humanity, but to her that was a bonus – not something I should feel remorse about.
“Why do my new abilities bother you?” I asked, sensing Celeste’s irritation as I started on the last row of crystal discs.
“You did not have to work for them,” she said.
Anger filled me. I could feel it in my hands and it made me shake ever so slightly as my cheeks warmed, but I kept my face blank and finished the last of the shield inspection. Sascha set the plate of food down and placed her hands on either side of herself, ready for whatever came next. Even Tiberius flicked an ear back in my direction as I felt the anger consume me from the inside out.
This was my weakness. Anger was always there – always ready to destroy.
Quietly I activated the controls on the shield and signed off on the console my approval and inspection. The soft click as I closed the case was loud in the silent ship. Then I finally looked at her and it took everything I had not to lose it.
“Yes, I did not have to work for my abilities,” I conceded. “But I suffered for them. I trained to hone them and to become nothing less than perfect. I spent months reading everything I could get my hands on, listening to hours of training tapes on as many languages as I could access, updated every area I had skill in before I’d been injected with Lyn’s serums. I suffered for them, Celeste. I worked my ass off to get this good. I was tortured and punished. They tested my tolerance of pain over and over again. If you’d like me to train you, then we can begin any time you’re ready to understand exactly what it takes to become what I am.” With that I stood, taking the case with me.
The power that bubbled deep below, the power I ignored – it came up to test me, begging to be released. The high I would get from the destruction was unparalleled but I couldn’t risk it. Celeste didn’t deserve it, she simply didn’t understand.
No one really understood. The addiction of Ryojin’s training was real. It made me crave his approval no matter how badly he’d hurt me, and that was how I knew I was still broken and messed up. It was why Ryojin needed to die.
Then I could finally heal inside where I needed it the most.
Chase came up the ramp and noticed the way Tiberius stuck close, prowling more than walking. “What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Nothing,” I snapped. “Let’s get this installed and get out of here.”
“Ricky commed me and said he’s nearly done installing the gate. We should be able to use it to get to the rebel base within the hour,” he said, still eyeing me. Chase knew something had happened, but he didn’t press me on the matter.
“Good. I want that cure now.” I walked briskly over the rolling hills towards the palace. A quick set up and I was done.
Chase grabbed my hand and whipped me around, ignoring the way Tiberius growled when my anger flared. I hated to be touched or manhandled when I was mad. It only made things worse. He held his hands up in apology when I glared. “Kat, please tell me what’s wrong.”
“Nothing is wrong,” I repeated more calmly, shoving the anger down deep, knowing I couldn’t ignore it forever. “Just a misunderstanding. Let’s get this done so we can go.”
The captain took a step closer and I had to look away. It was hard to lie to him when he looked at me like that. He reached for me and I let him no matter how badly I wanted to step to the side, avoid him, and get this shit done. I had to let him in or this would never work. Chase held me gently by my biceps and simply waited.
I sighed. “Every time I think I make some progress I’m reminded how far I still have to go, how few really understand what happened to me. No one can relate. No one knows what it was like. I was the first pupil Ryojin took on, and probably the last now that he can make clones of me and Kris. To some it looks like I haven’t earned what I can do now, that I had it easy.” Finally I could look up into his green eyes and the sympathy there hurt.
“No, I don’t think anyone could ever really understand what you went through,” Chase agreed. “And I’m sorry for that.”
My shoulders hunched under the weight of his words. No one would ever get it, and I’d have to come to terms with that no matter how much the shards of humanity I had left wanted recognition and understanding. I was the only one of my kind. And Kris was the only one of his – we were reflections of each other, but more than that we were two sides of the same coin.
“Let’s get this over with,” I said, heading back towards the palace.
Alva smiled when I came back with the shield. It took only a few moments to lock onto her and Andvari’s genetic scans. I explained to them the same thing I explained to the Queen of Sarmatia. “Use the door I created or you die.”
Andvari nodded. “Thank you, Katerina. We will see you on the battlefield tomorrow.” He held out his arm and I clasped it.
We were allies once again and knowing Andvari didn’t hate me gave me another small slice of peace after fighting the swelling anger.
“Glory will be ours,” I said, choosing the traditional words for the occasion. “The Valkyrie will watch over your people.”
Alva and Andvari stood side by side and bowed slightly. I returned the sentiment with Chase at my side and then turned to leave. I would miss Alva but she was now part of the coalition. No doubt I’d see more of her. I only hoped we all made it out of this alive to see another day.
I split off from Chase and headed to the transport. I’d fly it into the Wolfegang and then we’d pick up Ricky before testing out the gate. Not much longer until we finally saw the rebel base, and I’d get my own ship. I tapped the comms as I powered up the transport. Tiberius jumped up into the co-pilot’s chair and I ruffled the top of his head.
“Wolfegang, transport is ready to dock,” I stated, flipping a few switches to make sure the ship stayed at the lowest power possible while still being able to get off the ground.
“Katerina, the docking area is cleared.”
It was easy to keep the ship low and slowly slip into the Wolfegang despite the gravity and the angle. It was one of those moments when I was glad for Ryojin’s intense training. He had subjected me to a thousand different flight scenarios and then had me actually fly most of them under his strict supervision.
Couldn’t have his precious property flying off without him.
The airlock sealed once I set down and I powered off the transport and set up a quick scan that would send my plex the report once it was done. We needed everything in top performing condition. I couldn’t risk faulty equipment on top of so many other unknowns.
The Wolfegang took off while I ran a quick decontamination in the airlock. The cub and I waited patiently, the air ruffling his fur and my hair. The green light unlocked the inner airlock doors and I ignored Celeste as she went over weapons inventory. It wasn’t a smooth ride out of the atmosphere of the planet, but it was better than it had been on Earth from what I could remember.
Sascha lounged in the common area, reading a plex and I smiled at her before going down the hallway and up the few stairs to the bridge where Chase stood, piloting the ship towards a small beacon on one of the consoles.
Chase angled us toward a tiny moon a few light-years away. “How long until you know if it’s ready?”
I entered the coordinates into the nav console that Kris had sent over for his rebel base. It looked like Ricky had started the installation of the gate-link as well. It wasn’t finished so I knelt down and yanked the panel open to see the glowing crystals not yet activated and integrated into the Wolfegang’s systems.
“As soon as I get this properly hooked up, and then down on the surface to look at it I’ll have a more accurate assessment. Maybe a quarter of an hour? I’ll suit up after this.” I pulled up the gate-link schematics Kris had given me on my vambrace and compared them to what I had in the console.
A few connections and then I locked in the crystals. Closing the panel I sat up to see Chase kneeling next to me. We were so close our noses nearly touched. My heart jumped and my stomach fluttered. It was how I knew this would last. After all this time I still got butterflies.
“I don’t like that you’re risking your life for me,” he whispered. “But I understand why you’re doing it.”
I rested my arm over my knee and studied the man I’d grown to love. “You’d do the same for me.”
He grabbed my face and pulled me towards him. When he kissed me I felt every emotion roiling underneath his skin and tears pricked my eyes. “I’d do anything for you,” Chase growled. “Just make sure you come back to me.” Then he pulled me to my feet, wiping the single tear from my cheek. “You’ve suffered enough.”
I pushed back the rest of the tears and tried to smile but I felt it wobble. “I’ll let you know when I’m on the surface.”
The cargo bay was empty for once and I took a deep breath before grabbing one of the spacesuits hanging on the wall. I stripped down to my underwear and then stepped into the suit. I tapped the seal and it tightened, conforming to my body.
The helmet activated, clicking up and over my head until it sealed properly to the neck. Stepping into the grav-boots wasn’t that easy and I realized I should have put those on before my helmet. I sighed and bent down to make sure they were properly sealed.
Then I tapped the display on my arm. It showed I had an hour of oxygen and access to the Wolfegang. I clipped myself to the bar past the first set of doors and activated the airlock through my suit. When it sealed I took another deep breath.
I’d never been in space before in nothing but a suit. The concept terrified me, but Ryojin would just say I had to face my fears or they would control me. I was the one who was supposed to be in control, not my emotions.
It’s why he hated my anger.
I held onto the bar tight enough the metal creaked. The outer doors opened and I felt my boots lock onto the floor. Two more steps and I was on the edge. “Get it together,” I muttered. “We don’t have time for this shit.”
Ricky looked up as we soared over the small moon.
“The Wolfegang is in position, Kat,” Chase told me. “We’re locked and ready for your descent.”
My stomach fluttered with nerves. “Descending.” I took a leap and tried not to close my eyes as space surrounded me, cutting me off from the protection of the ship. My stomach flopped as I slowly drifted down to the moon.
I let my weight and the slight gravity do all the work, but the instinct to reach out and grab onto something was so strong I almost screwed up my course. I landed with a thud, the sudden gravity pushed me down to one knee and a split second later my boots locked onto the planet.
“What’s left?” I asked Ricky, checking his work as I approached, trying to hide the way my knees shook.
The small orange alien looked at home on a moon with no atmosphere, nothing but endless stars behind him and planets in the distance. He handed me his plex and I checked everything he’d done against Kris’s schematics.
Ricky had more experience with gates than the rest of us. “Have you ever installed a gate before?” I asked. My fingers tapped through the gloves and my code activated the panel on the side of one of the gate stones.
“No, but I’ve seen them made a few times. It doesn’t happen very often. We had to replace one once that altered the destination. It was not pretty,” Ricky told me, taking the plex back.
I didn’t want to know what had happened. “Everything looks good. Should we test it?” I asked.
Ricky tapped in Kris’s coordinates. “Can you get your brother on the line?”
Another code and the transmission went out as we stepped back and to the side when the viscous liquid began to fill the space. It looked huge from the surface of the moon. Ships much larger than the Wolfegang would be able to fly through.
“Katerina,” Kris said his voice weak through the distant transmission. “I hope this is you on the other side of the gate.”
“Catch,” I said, picking up a stone and throwing it through the silvery liquid.
There was a watery laugh and then Kris stepped through in a spacesuit, holding the rock I’d tossed through the gate. “Nice work, little sis. Now, let me introduce you to the rebellion.” My brother held out his hand for me and I hesitated, searching the gate for answers I knew it didn’t have.
I unclipped myself from the ship. “Gate is up and ready to go. I’ll see you on the other side, Captain.” I waved up to the ship and then took my brother’s hand.
We stepped through together and despite the nothingness that surrounded me, I felt Kris by my side. And then we stepped out into a world of metal and chaos. The sky was bright and filled with a turquoise planet that had blue rings like Saturn.
Humans and aliens ran back and forth as they worked on ships and weapons.
“Welcome to the rebellion, Kat.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

People ran up to Kris, demanding his attention and input. He told them to wait as he led me aside and directed the Wolfegang to a landing location. Ricky walked through next and then the gate disintegrated. I turned and saw the biggest gate frame I’d ever seen in my life. It was almost large enough for a dreadnought to pass through.
“I’ll send someone to bring the rest of the crew, but I’d like to show you around,” Kris said, deactivating his helmet.
I nodded, still feeling slightly dazed at the amount of ships and people and supplies. “How were you able to get away from this for the days you spent on the Wolfegang?” I asked, following him towards a large black building that was the center of the hubbub.
“It wasn’t easy,” Kris admitted. “But you are always my priority.” He bumped his elbow into my side to alleviate some of the severity of his words, but I knew better. My twin had done all of this for me.
It wasn’t just for him and the other Heishi soldiers…in a way he’d built all this to protect me as well. Kris had never stopped protecting me and it made me stop in my tracks as I looked up at the strange orange and purple sky. The tears were back but I blinked and they were gone.
Couldn’t afford to show weakness, not yet, not when I had to meet these people I would help lead when I knew nothing about them, their sacrifices, or how they felt about me after everything on Enzo and Panthera.
“I need to change,” I said, feeling self-conscious suddenly.
Kris gave me a look like he could see my inner turmoil. “There is a room for you that’s been set up for years and it has some clothes. The sooner you meet them all the better.”
I looked back at Ricky and he shrugged, helmet under one arm. “We’ll be there soon. You’ve spent the last year fighting to get here. Go.”
He was right. I turned and followed Kris into the black building, all shiny black glass and glittering lights. It looked like midday instead of the night we just left on Reidgotaland. My head spun with all the different skies I’d seen that day.
Rebels stared as we walked through the halls and the whispers followed us. I tried to ignore them but it was difficult. It was obvious to anyone with a set of eyes that I was his twin. Kris ignored them all, leading me through a maze, but my mind dutifully mapped the place as we went. When he stopped outside a nondescript door somewhere near the center of the building I studied my surroundings.
“These are your quarters,” Kris said, pulling his suit glove off with his teeth to slap his hand against the panel. “Put your hand on there for the transfer. You’ll be the only one who can open this door other than me. Get dressed and meet me back here in five. I’m right across the hall.”
My brother pointed to the door directly across from mine. He placed his hand on his door panel and then disappeared when it opened. I was alone in a strange place without even Tiberius, but I was capable of adapting. I excelled at it. This was nothing different.
When I stepped into my quarters I had to take a moment to look around. There was so much random stuff. It looked like Kris had picked up items over the years that he thought I would like and then placed them here for me when I eventually made my way to him.
There were even a few pictures of us on the wall, ones I knew he must have scanned from whatever bag he’d taken with him after he’d woken up from cryostasis. There was so much care put in to everything in my quarters.
I crossed to the closet and opened it, hoping for nothing too crazy. What Kris deemed appropriate could be vastly different from anything I’d actually wear. The fabrics were soft and in muted greys and black. I selected a pair of black pants and a light grey shirt I liked. There was a darker, gunmetal grey jacket and combat boots. They weren’t as nice as the ones I had on the Wolfegang, but they fit perfectly and were comfortable enough.
The spacesuit went into a pile on my bed and I put everything on, reaching for a belt to hold up my pants and wishing I had a gun. There was a panel under my bed and I tapped it with my toe. It hissed and released, sliding out to reveal an array of guns and knives. I grinned and strapped them to me, finding a holster in there as well.
When I checked myself in the bathroom mirror I found a makeup box and shrugged. I should probably look somewhat put together when I met these people. I selected a dark eyeliner and a ‘smoky’ eye knowing it would enhance the bright, silver grey of my eyes.
A click later and I was ready to go. My hair was always a mess. I slid the band from my wrist and piled it all on top of my head in a messy bun as I walked back out into the hall. Kris waited for me and he inspected me from my shiny boots to the dark grey jacket and the makeup.
“Ready?” he asked.
I wasn’t, but it didn’t matter so I nodded. Social situations weren’t my favorite, and even though this wasn’t an actual social situation I had to do my best to instill trust into these people. Trust that I could lead them and help save them from the Federation.
Cracking my neck I rolled my shoulders back as we walked and emulated the posture my brother had, one of power and presence. My mind mapped more of the building until we reached a place that looked a lot like the war room Ryojin had taken me to on the dreadnought.
Holographic maps were everywhere, locations of Federation ships and outposts marked in red against the shimmering blue. There had to be at least a hundred people in the room, all watching us as we entered.
A lot of crossed arms and frowns followed me as Kris went to the massive table in the center of the room. It looked like some sort of strategy console where he could pull up maps and pieces for each side in 3D.
“Thank you all for joining me for this impromptu meeting,” Kris stated. His voice boomed through the room.
I glanced at my brother, noticing the changes in him, the sense of authority and purpose he wore like a cloak. His shoulders were back and they were nearly as broad as Chase’s, accentuating his muscles despite the black coat. Every person in the room hung on his every word. This was what my twin was meant to have become – a leader and a man with purpose.
“As you all know I’ve been trying to get my twin sister back from Earth since before I’d even formed the Jaguarundi. Many of you have been on missions to find her whereabouts and location, and I wanted to let you all know that after three years she’s finally joined us.” Kris didn’t touch me, he didn’t wrap an arm around my shoulders, but I felt the connection between us, strong and united.
No one said a word. I was a bit surprised at the somber attitude, but at the same time I didn’t blame them. Many of them had heard about me, about my time on Enzo no doubt. I didn’t cross my arms over my chest even though I wanted to, the position would look too defensive.
“Thanks to my sister we have acquired two more governments with their own armies to our cause. They will be assisting us in our mission tomorrow.” Kris studied his men and women, some human and some not.
That was when Sascha and Chase filed in from the back with Ricky and Celeste. Chase gave me a nod of encouragement but I didn’t let my gaze linger.
“Katerina is now officially my Second and John Smith is my Third,” Kris stated, crossing his arms over his chest so his muscles bulged. Then he glared. The tension was so thick an idiot couldn’t miss it. “If anyone has something to say about it, spit it out.”
There was some uncomfortable shuffling and then I heard, “Isn’t that Shino-Neko?”
It was difficult not to smile, difficult not to look at the speaker to see if I recognized them from Panthera or if they had watched on some secret channel across the galaxy.
Then another voice cut through the murmurs. “Are we just going to forget what she did to Colton? That she worked for the Federation?” the man spat.
Kris’s eyes hardened and I kept my mouth shut. This was something he had to take care of or we were going to have problems in the future. “Katerina was on Enzo as a prisoner and she used that position to gather what information she could about their forces and plans. If it weren’t for her sacrifice we would not have the information we do on the clones, and the genetic disease targeting at least half the people in this room.”
I looked to Chase in sudden fear. Would he spread it just by being in the same room? When he saw my face he shook his head and I breathed a silent sigh of relief. Somehow Dashka and Dr. Wallace had contained it.
“As for Colton,” Kris continued. “He was the one who forced her to kill him. It was that or blow her cover and you all know what would have happened then.”
There were grumbles but no one outright said anything. The muscles in my back tensed and I knew this wasn’t over. I’d have to prove myself to them before they truly accepted me.
“Katerina, can you please tell them what you’ve learned about Ryojin’s plans?”
I glanced sideways at my brother and knew they’d already gone over this. Then I shrugged and tapped the table. Maps popped up and I flicked through as quickly as possible until I found what I wanted.
It took a few minutes to scan all the files I could find on the database and then organize it until I knew what needed to be done. With Kris’s notes and the maps all over the room I finally had a clear picture of the mission.
“This is where Lyn is with a 96.3% likelihood.” I expanded the base Sascha had told me was where the clones were being grown. “Even if she’s not here on Oberon it stands to reason that there will be a copy of the cure here. This base is where the clones of Kristopher and I are being grown for our abilities.”
I ignored the hushed murmurs and continued. “This needs to be destroyed after the cure has been retrieved. Me and one other, Sascha, will go in as quietly as possible and take what we need. Then we’ll give the signal while we check for prisoners as the other teams distract the Federation.”
Pushing the clone base aside I reached for the hologram of the maximum security prison in orbit around the base. “The first legion will attack here with the Wolfegang. The goal is to free the prisoners and take them aboard before meeting back at a neutral location. Kami Prime has agreed to host while we figure out who will come back to the base with us and who will be released.”
“We’re just going to let them go? We need more fighters!”
I sighed. “What is the point of all this? Freedom, right? So stop bitching because if we don’t offer a choice we aren’t any better than the Federation.”
Each legion had a few hundred thousand plus the Kami forces, and the Norse…I pulled out my plex and checked Ryojin’s location again. We weren’t even on the same map, but it looked like he was at a Federation outpost at the moment and not any of the locations we planned to hit.
Then I tracked the current Federation movements and locations. “The second legion will hold back. There will probably be more Federation reinforcements that we don’t know about. The third legion will join the Kami forces here,” I said, pulling up a different location. It was the second most fortified prison in the Federation; no doubt they had plenty of ex-soldiers. “The Norse will take the third location with the fourth legion. Kristopher will take his squadron to the area he was held.”
I stopped and took a step back to see the plans. All four locations were suspended in the air where I’d moved them and then I took my hands and pulled them apart, amplifying the size of the plans. “General Ryojin will probably anticipate these attacks. Expect more ships than there are on this board. Fighters and any remaining legions will provide backup, ready to go at a moment’s notice using the gates.”
It was a solid plan based on the info we had, but I knew there were a thousand variables we couldn’t know. It was a gamble, and one I was willing to take for the cure, for the lives of those prisoners.
“Katerina and I have discussed this at length and we believe this is the best course of action,” Kris stated, letting everyone take in the plans before he waved his hand to dissolve them. “At dawn Earth time we will head out. Once we’ve completed the mission we will regroup here, basic evade protocols, and then plan for our final move to get the Federation to recognize our coalition, take stock in our allies, and then move.”
It was far enough in the future I didn’t think many of us would make it to see, but it gave them all hope. I saw it in their eyes as they nodded, checking their orders on their plex.
“Dismissed,” Kris boomed.
The rebels filed out, some throwing me looks as they left. A few were happy I was there, but others needed to see me bleed for them before we’d be good. It was something I already planned on doing so I shrugged as Chase cocked an eyebrow at me.
“They don’t seem too pleased to see me,” I said, leaning against the table to face my twin.
Kris shook his head. “It’s been a hard sell since Enzo, but this will go off just fine and they will see. Not to mention I decide who is and isn’t my Second, no one else.”
“Fourteen hours until we ship out,” Chase said, looking comfortable and familiar in the military-type setting. “We should get some rest.”
Kris pushed off the table and headed out. “Before you do I wanted to show you your ship, Kat. You’ll be using it for the mission and I’m already having people look at the Wolfegang, improve the weapons and all that.”
I pulled my twin back for a moment. “The Wolfegang uses a crystal drive system integrated with the modern tech; no one should touch it outside basic repairs and weapons upgrades.” I glanced back at Chase and he nodded.
“No worries.” Kris tapped out a message with his vambrace and sent it off. “Basic repairs only.”
I followed him through the building again and back out to the chaos. There was even more activity now that orders had been officially given with times and locations. I tracked everything, noting where the Wolfegang was and the way people either openly stared or avoided me altogether.
Kris stopped in front of a ship that was identical to his own marauder-type. My mouth fell open as I took it in; the sleek black lines, the various cannons on it, and the smooth ramp that came down when I placed my hand on the hull.
I ran up the ramp and took it all in. It had a few upgrades I hadn’t noticed on Kris’s ship. There was so much to look at and touch, I wanted to test out everything.
“Welcome Katerina,” Kori said pleasantly.
I laughed. My twin had installed the stupid computer voice on my ship as well. Then I ran back out and hugged my brother hard enough to knock a weaker man over. He smiled at me and shrugged when I stepped back, embarrassed at my display of affection.
I softly punched him on the shoulder. “She’s beautiful, thank you.”
“Her name is Shino-neko,” Kris told me.
I nudged him with my shoulder and stared at my ship. “Can I take her out?”
Chase and the other crew members including Sascha came up behind us and I glanced back to see the captain grinning at me. “I need to make sure Dashka is settled now that Dr. Wallace is back in his laboratory here on the base. She’s been working nonstop, but I want to make sure she eats something and takes a break. You should fly her for a bit; get the feeling of how she moves before going out.”
Sascha nodded. “I can assist as your co-pilot.”
I bounced on the balls of my feet, excited. Taking a step forward I heard something. My senses went on alert and instantly I stilled as I sifted through all the extra noise. There it was. I turned and felt the wind slip past my cheek; that fist was meant to take me out.
A side step and I recognized the man who wasn’t ready to move on from Colton’s death. I held up my hands, trying to calm him down, but Wolfe grabbed him with a look of rage I’ve never seen on his face before.
The captain tossed him to the ground, but the man wasn’t even fazed. He got up like it had been just a love tap.
“Wolfe,” I snapped, trying to get the captain’s attention. “Let me handle this.”
The man charged at me and he looked familiar. We clashed together and I braced myself against the force of his weight and momentum. “You killed my brother,” he hissed, spitting on my face.
He was a good five inches taller than me and built like a Mack truck, but I wasn’t exactly natural. I’d been engineered. I slipped my arms through his and pinned him while he struggled against me. I didn’t want to hurt him; I just wanted to keep him from injuring me. Neither of us could afford to be less than one hundred percent tomorrow.
“I’m sorry,” I gritted out, straining against the man. “I didn’t want to kill him. I was going to turn him in. I hoped he could escape on his own without blowing either of our covers. Then he attacked me, convinced he couldn’t keep it from the general.” Damn, this guy was strong.
My foot slipped and we went down. Colton’s brother got his arm across my throat and in the back of my mind the countdown of remaining oxygen began as I tried to free myself. There were shouts as someone had to hold Wolfe back, but he really shouldn’t be so worried.
It would be too easy to take this guy out and get the upper hand, but doing it without hurting him was a challenge. This was wrestling, not my greatest skill. I curled into myself, and with the extra room I pushed up and twisted to wrap my leg around his neck. We fell to the side, but at least he wasn’t on top of me anymore using his weight and the gravity against me.
Pulling my leg back peeled him off my throat and chest. I followed through and straddled him when his back hit the ground. I had to yank my leg out from underneath him. “Stop, please. I don’t want to hurt you.” I coughed as air finally reached my lungs and my throat protested the abuse.
“You didn’t do the same for my brother, why me?” the angry man underneath me demanded. He thrashed and I just held on, keeping him pinned to the ground until he wore himself out.
“He begged me to kill him. And then when I wouldn’t your brother tried to kill me. He demanded that I fight back. Choking me out until survival instincts kicked in,” I hissed, getting right in his face. “I’m built to survive, to adapt, and to kill. He knew exactly what he was getting into. I’d let you kill me if I thought that would actually make a difference.”
Slipping the knife from my boot I flipped it so the handle was extended toward the man beneath me. Slowly I let him go, allowing him to snatch the knife from my hand. He scrambled to his feet and the pain in his face hit me hard. I’d never wanted to kill Colton but I still had to deal with the ramifications.
I stayed on my knees and let him stand above me, weighing my life in his hands. There was no way he could easily kill me unless he took my head off or ripped out my heart. And for all I knew I’d be fine if someone got me a new heart.
“Please,” I said. “Let’s get through tomorrow. Get you the cure, and then you can try to kill me.”
That made him hesitate. Colton had never confirmed he’d been genetically engineered but I knew he was, and it was safe to assume from the few moments I’d struggled with his brother that he was also engineered.
“Why do you want to help me?” he snapped.
I didn’t dare glance at my brother or Chase. Both of them were tensed and ready to intervene at a moment’s notice. We’d attracted a massive crowd who silently watched our little altercation. I could feel the warring emotions, thick in the air. A growl rippled through the crowd and people parted to let Tiberius through.
Signaling for him to stand down I held the man’s eyes as the knife quavered ever so slightly in his hand. “I can never make up for what I had to do, what I’ve done…but this would be a step in the right direction. The Federation can’t throw away people like trash. I won’t let them.”
His eyes were blue, I noticed. And he was just as handsome as his brother had been. I wished for the thousandth time I’d never had to kill Colton.
“Well, this piece of trash has a name. You can call me Sam.” And with that he tossed me my knife and whipped around to stalk through the crowd.
Kris moved to say something and I shook my head. Sam didn’t need to be disciplined. Me being alive was punishment enough for him. Slowly I got to my feet and waited while the crowd took in their rebel leader, the lougar, and me. “If anyone else wants to have a go at me, now’s the time,” I said, forcing myself to relax and give them a half-smile like it was all a joke.
The crowd dispersed and I looked at my brother. His arms were crossed again and he glared at his people like they’d personally offended him. I walked over and hugged him, because I knew how much he hated isolation and being the leader of a rebellion had to be pretty lonely.
“They have a right to their anger,” I told him. “As long as we pull this mission off tomorrow we’ll be fine. Things will smooth out. Eventually they’ll come to trust me.”
Kris sighed and his arms fell to his side. “I know. It’s just not how I always pictured your arrival here. I’d planned on an all-night party.” He gave me a fleeting smile. “I need to check my ships. Enjoy your flight, Kat.”
I wished I could do more to make my brother feel better, but this was the way it was going to be for a while.
Chase picked me up in a bear hug and squeezed me so tight I couldn’t breathe. “I wish I could be your shield,” he murmured into my hair, setting me down when he was good and ready.
I squeezed him back. “I know. And I love you for that. I love you for giving me the space to fight when I need to and hold my own. Now, go check on your sister. I’ll comm you when I’m finished.”
Chase smiled and kissed my forehead before heading to the Wolfegang and I watched him go. Celeste and Ricky went after him and I was left alone with Sascha and Tiberius.
“Ready to test drive Shino-neko?” I asked.
“Of course,” Sascha replied.
“I was talking to Tiberius,” I teased.
My clone looked confused as I passed her, going up the ramp. I buckled Tiberius in and then sat in the captain’s chair, running my fingers over the consoles, checking the flashing lights, and the gate-drive. The hyperdrive was brand new and had ridiculous range for such a small ship. She was absolutely gorgeous.
Sascha sat next to me and started powering her up. When the engines roared to life I smiled. I finally had something of my very own.
“Let’s fly.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

I propped my head up on my arm and watched Chase sleep. His breathing was erratic again and it’d woken me up, panicking that he might actually stop breathing this time. After half an hour he was back to normal, but I couldn’t go back to sleep. Tiberius grumbled at the foot of the bed and then rolled over.
We had to get up and ship out in less than an hour. I felt more nervous than I ever remembered being when Ryojin had put me on jobs. Maybe it was that this would be my first mission with the rebels. We’d be fighting side by side. And we all had a lot to lose if we didn’t succeed.
I slipped out of bed, careful not to disturb Chase. My plex was on top of a pile of clothes. Grabbing it I padded into the bathroom and set it down on the sink. Turning the faucet on, I splashed water on my face, scrubbing until I felt more alert.
There was one new piece of clothing Kris had gotten me and I’d made sure to hold onto it. It was actually an armored, battle-ready spacesuit. Everything about it was perfect. I looked in the mirror and wiped a stray drop of water from my cheek.
I wasn’t as skinny as I’d been after Donnelly, and the muscles showed. My arms were toned and I had a six pack, thick thighs…the whole shebang. It had been a lot of work, but I was proud of myself. I brushed my hair and pulled it back in a tight ponytail, making sure there were no loose curls. It had taken months but I’d gone from near starvation to fit and strong.
Now I could physically do anything I set my mind to.
There were some products Chase had found for me and placed them in his bathroom. I grabbed something that I figured was some kind of hair gel and used it to slick down the stubborn hairs. My makeup still looked perfect from the day before even after scrubbing my face. I could take it off with the makeup machine, but I decided to leave it.
Eyeliner had always felt like an extra layer of armor.
I turned to the suit I’d hung in the bathroom and studied it for any flaws or imperfections. But there were none. The boots were multi-functional. They had grav-lock, even a few thrusters on the off chance I ended up in space. They locked on to the suit just like the gloves did. The helmet was built-in like most spacesuit models.
Arms wrapped around my waist and I leaned back into Chase. “I hope I didn’t wake you,” I murmured, reaching back to run my fingers over his super short hair.
“Not exactly,” he said, pressing his lips to my neck. “Are you nervous?”
I nodded, watching him in the mirror. One large hand spanned my stomach as he pulled me closer. Chase dwarfed me in every way. With his arms around me I felt safe and…comfortable, like being wrapped in a warm blanket.
“But I know I can do this,” I told him, turning in his arms so I could hold onto him. His bare chest felt like a furnace and I pressed into him. “I’ve trained for this. I will get the cure. I promise.”
“I don’t doubt you,” Chase said, lifting my chin up so he could kiss me. “I know you can do this.”
His words gave me the strength I needed to settle my nerves. I stepped out of his embrace with a rueful smile, knowing this could be the last time I saw him, but we’d made sure to memorize each other the night before. “Help me into my suit?”
Chase grinned and grabbed it from the rack, holding it out for me to step into. His hands skimmed my thighs, hips, and back as he checked it over before sealing the back. I tapped the button to activate the suit and it tightened until it fit me perfectly. It was basically a second skin with armor and tech. Then I stepped into the boots and slid my gloves on, sealing those as well.
Testing the armor I flexed my fingers, curling them into a fist. Bouncing on the balls of my feet I got used to the weight of it all, how it moved, and the way it felt against my skin. It was extremely intuitive and I was able to link up with other suits on the same channel. It looked like my brother and a few others were up as well.
The weapons my brother had assigned me were great, but I only kept one pistol and a decent amount of pulse ammunition. The weapons I made sure I had were the double swords I’d bought so long ago. The suit adjusted, sensing my need and I was able to clip the swords to my back, within easy reaching distance.
I tightened my ponytail and turned back to the mirror. Chase watched me through the glass and I shrugged, feeling self-conscious. “If I didn’t know these weapons could kill someone, I’d feel like the best-dressed cosplayer.”
“I don’t know what that is, but I’ll take your word for it,” Chase said, adjusting the suit one last time.
“I’ll explain it to you after the mission.” I watched him get dressed, wearing his normal leather pants, the black shirt, and then he sat down to strap on his boots. “You don’t need a suit?” I asked.
He shook his head. “I’d wear one if I thought I’d be in the thick of it, but I’m going to be staying on the ship. Doctor’s orders.”
When he stood up I could see it in his eyes, how much it bothered him to be stuck piloting the ship rather than fighting where he could, but secretly I was glad. Chase wasn’t one hundred percent and I worried a clone or the new super soldiers could kill him while he was weakened by the disease.
“I’ll be on the comms, we’ll be able to stay in touch when need be,” I promised. I kissed Chase on the cheek and snapped my fingers for Tiberius to let me strap on his vest. It took only a moment and then we were ready to go.
I tapped the arm of my suit to lock onto my brother and then I headed out. The Wolfegang was where I felt the most at home. I wasn’t ready to stay in the room Kris had set aside for me, but maybe at some point.
There was time to grab some breakfast, go over the plans again, and then take Shino-neko to scout while the rest of the fleet readied themselves. Kris was the point of contact for Andvari, Alva, and Suseri. Celeste had her contingent of warriors that would flank the Wolfegang…we were as ready as we’d ever be.
Chase followed close behind me, stepping out into the pitch black night from the cargo bay. It was between midnight and dawn on the planet, but Earth time it was a little after four thirty in the morning.
The rebel building was already hustling and bustling and it didn’t take us long to reach the mess hall. Everyone was rather subdued given the gravity of our mission. I grabbed a plate and filled it up with various kinds of protein.
“I’ve never been able to eat much before a mission,” Chase confessed. He didn’t even bother grabbing food.
“Eat now. Never know when you’ll get to eat again.” I shrugged and tossed a piece of meat to Tiberius. It was something Ryojin had made sure to teach me. The cub caught it midair and then followed me as he chomped on it. I plopped down next to my brother and shoved my face full of food.
“You still eat like a beast, Kat.” Kris gave me a look and moved away. “How do you deal with it?” he asked Chase.
“She’s always adorable, even when she eats,” he said, taking another piece of meat off my plate to feed Tiberius.
Kris rolled his eyes. “You two are disgustingly cute.”
“Have you received any updated reports?” I asked around a mouthful.
We went over the updates and the plans once again.
Then Kris stood up on the table and delivered a rousing speech. It was transmitted over the comms as well and I could see why the rebels loved him so much. He was charismatic, good with people; he made excellent eye contact, and always made you feel like he was talking about you specifically. I smiled when they all cheered for him and slipped out before anyone noticed.
I tapped my comms. “Sascha, are you ready to go?”
There was no crackle this time as my suit connected to hers. “I’m already in Shino-neko. She’s powered up and ready to go.”
“Excellent, I’m on my way with Tiberius.”
Chase and I didn’t have time for a long good-bye, and I knew if I hugged him again I’d never let him go. We would all make it out of this alive, I told myself. We had to. We had all the tools and info and despite the variables, we would succeed.
Tiberius stayed close and I ignored everyone as I stepped out onto the tarmac. Every single ship available was being double-checked, fueled up, and supplied with enough ammunition to blow everyone on the base into a million tiny pieces.
A few people looked my way but they continued on with their business after they recognized me. The little spat with Sam the day before seemed to have settled some of the rebels which I was grateful for. None of us could afford in-fighting during the mission.
The ship sensed my suit and lowered the ramp before I even got there. Tiberius ran up and into the ship while I checked the outside. It was fueled up and ready as Sascha had said. She had to have been up before I was to get it all done.
Heading up the ramp closed on its own and I smiled, impressed with the programs Shino-neko had. “Welcome Katerina, how may I help you today?” Kori asked.
I flicked on the hyperdrive, and then checked the shield before I sat in the pilot’s chair. It looked like the ship adjusted if need be as well. If I was to pilot on my own it would shift ever so slightly, but Sascha had it set up to co-pilot with the weapons on both sides.
“Good morning, Kori. I need you to double-check the cloaking system as well as the scrambler. We’ll be doing a bit of scouting before we infiltrate Oberon.”
“Excellent, here are the various routes available if we were to use the gate-drive,” Kori told me.
A 3D holographic display popped up and I swiped between the options before selecting the one I liked the best. Sascha took it and entered it into the navigations. I pulled off one of my gloves with my teeth and placed my hand on the console for the genetic scan. The gate-drive started powering up and I pulled the glove back on.
The steering was sensitive and felt molded to my fingers perfectly. I adjusted my hands and readied for take-off. Then I selected a wide rebel channel. “Shino-neko taking off. Will report back in ten.” Then I headed toward the runway.
We could fly straight up, but I could gain more speed faster if I headed straight first.
“Good luck, Shino-neko,” I heard over the comms. It wasn’t my brother, so I assumed it was whoever was in charge of the tarmac.
I flicked a light in thanks and then set the thrusters to full power. Instantly we moved, screaming down the runway. I pulled up once we’d reached the proper speed and kept that curve until we were upside down, facing the ground. We kept going up until we broke atmo and suddenly stars surrounded us.
There were two suns nearby and a lot of space dust, asteroids, and other planets. Nothing looked familiar. It was so bright and alien I could only stare. I wondered how my brother had even found such a place to hide and how far from Earth it was.
“Gate-drive fully powered and ready to jump,” Shino-neko told me.
“On my count,” I said, glancing at Sascha with my hand over the button. So far we’d only used established gates and not the one on the ship that created temporary gates. I was more nervous than I cared to admit.
She had her hair up in a regulation bun, but otherwise we looked identical except for the eyes. When Sascha nodded I tapped the button and something bright and shiny burst from the ship. We flew right into it and then…nothing.
It all happened so fast I could barely breathe and when we popped out into space again I gasped. Nothing could have prepared me for such an abrupt transition. We were in one place and then suddenly in another.
“Scan,” I rasped, my body trying to recover from the jump.
“No new ships,” Sascha said. “Checking the long range scanners now.” She sounded much better off than me.
I glanced back at Tiberius and he lounged on one of the chairs, giving me a look like I was being more dramatic than necessary. I pulled up the scrambler and made sure nothing could read our signal or trail.
“Nothing on the long range scanners,” Sascha reported.
“Kris, nothing new at location four,” I relayed.
There was other chatter on the channel now and I filtered it out as I readied for the next jump. We blinked out of that space and into the next so fast I could barely process it. The next two locations were the same as well and I breathed in relief when I was able to report good news to my twin.
“Shino-neko heading out for the clone base now.”
“Thank you, Kat. Rebels moving out,” Kris said.
“Wolfegang ready,” I heard Chase say.
Then there was Celeste and her contingent of warriors. A moment of silence and then I heard our Xiang allies. When Alva and Andvari reported in I grinned. This wouldn’t be such a shit-show after all.
One more blink and we were at the clone base with the cloak at full power. We would be invisible to any Federation scanners. Unless someone used their actual eyeballs they wouldn’t be able to detect my ship.
“Ready the auto-pilot,” I said.
“Auto-pilot scheduled and ready to go,” Sascha confirmed, reaching up to slow our descent.
My hands tightened on the steering as I studied the ships orbiting the small planet where Oberon was. It was nothing more than a military base with multiple grey buildings attached to each other. There were no domes either.
“Kori, scan for oxygen.”
“The dwarf planet’s atmosphere is viable for humans.”
“Let’s get this over with,” I muttered.
“Be careful, Kat,” Kris told me. “I want you in and out before things get too hot.”
“Don’t worry, big brother. This is my specialty.”
There were a few chuckles on the line at my term of endearment, but they kept the line clear while they all waited for my signal. The moment I had the cure, chaos would break loose.
Carefully we traversed the space with the Federation ships and I tried not to focus on how many destroyers were there. As we grew closer the clone base reminded me of Enzo. I tensed when I realized how much that bothered me.
Oberon needed to be destroyed. It was the same location where they’d held my brother. No doubt they had other experiments running as well, sanctioned or not. The speculation of what exactly they were doing made my skin crawl.
There were a lot of places to hide in space, and the Federation used that to their advantage. They had no one to answer to. Until now. The Jaguarundi would make them answer for all the shit they’d done in the name of the greater good.
“Touching down in three, two, and one.” The ship didn’t even jar as I carefully set us down far enough away from the base no one could physically see us. Sascha and I would have to walk, but it was the only way to get in undetected.
Sascha got up and grabbed a small pack, attaching it to her suit. I entered in the commands and then sealed them with my genetic scan. “Take the ship and guard the gate,” I told Kori. “We’ll signal when we’re ready for extraction.”
The ramp lowered and I checked everything one last time before I signaled ‘mission’ to Tiberius. I slid one sword from my back and ran out the ship and down the ramp. The air was thin, but as Kori had said it was breathable. Sascha stayed to my left and Tiberius scouted ahead.
We were silent, not even our boots made noise as I adjusted the suit for the lighter gravity on the planet not much bigger than a moon. “Heading towards Oberon,” I whispered. My knees were bent and I kept myself as low to the ground as I could as we ran towards the base.
“Thirty more meters,” I updated. Sascha stayed silent, her eyes flicking over everything and I wondered what it was like for her to be back here.
“Your tracker states Ryojin is one galaxy over, but he’s not moving,” Kris updated me. “Hurry up and get out of there. Our forces are in position.”
“Yes, sir.” I smirked even though he couldn’t see it.
“Ten meters.”
Sascha opened her pack and handed me a small device. We hit the outermost wall and I placed the device against the metal. A quick scan showed the interior to be some sort of supply closet.
“Activating.” Pressing two buttons I took a few steps back and turned to the vast nothingness outside the base. The planet was barely more than rocks and dirt. There were a few scrub brushes here and there, but nothing to write home about.
What had my attention was the eternal night sky. The sun was too far away to shine more than a few weeks out of the year. Thankfully our suits kept us warm enough, but it really wasn’t that cold.
There was a slight click and I turned. The device had cut through the building in a perfect circle with the laser. I grabbed the sealed device and carefully pushed. It took a few tries but the metal and rock moved, making enough noise I cringed. Sascha added her weight and strength to my side and the circle slowly spun until there was just enough space to slip through.
Tiberius went through first and when he huffed his approval I went next. Sascha came behind me and together we closed up the wall. “We’re in,” I murmured.
“Scanning for heat signatures,” Sascha whispered. “There are three to our right, but if we go left we should manage to avoid any guards until we reach the labs.”
“Good.” I closed my eyes and listened as hard as I could. There were three people breathing somewhere to my right as Sascha had said. Then a few others straight in front of us down a few more halls. There was a strange set of sounds I’d never heard before two buildings over, but I’d bet all my credits those were where the clones were.
“Are you ready?” I asked, opening my eyes to search my clone.
“Ready,” Sascha confirmed.
Tiberius blinked at me, waiting for the next move.
“All right, let’s do this.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Sascha had her back pressed to mine as we maneuvered. Every move I made, she mirrored from the other side. With this position we were able to cover all blind spots and were only a touch slower than we would be on our own. I deemed it worth the loss in speed. Tiberius was a few steps ahead of us, using his nose to scout.
We turned a corner in tandem, guns up and ready. I had my pistol in one hand and my sword in the other. I preferred a silent weapon if possible. A quick tap on the volume quieted the rebel chatter in my ear as Sascha and I focused on being as invisible as possible. Our helmets were up and the scrambling tech embedded in the suits would confuse any surveillance.
Only an actual person could see us. To the machines we were nothing but a blip, a small malfunction quickly rectified.
I checked the map on my arm and saw we were close to the labs, the same place Sascha had gone after she was born to get all her programming. It made my stomach flop. I couldn’t imagine what it must be like for her.
“One more hall,” Sascha told me. “Then we’re there.”
I followed her silently, amazed at how well we worked together. We were like one person, an extension of each other. Every move I made she anticipated and vice versa. When she stopped at a door I knelt down in front of her, ready to take out anything coming our way while she opened the door.
We still hadn’t set off any of the alarms, but there was a fifty-fifty chance the door would fuck us. It wasn’t always easy to work around the alarm, and sometimes disabling it only set off a silent one, or so Chase had warned me the night before.
There was a bit of noise as Sascha pulled the panel open, using her tools to hack into the door.
Tiberius stomped his foot twice which meant company was on their way. I signaled the plan and he dove behind me right as two guards came around the corner. I was already running when they saw us. In one smooth motion I slid right into their feet and grabbed one as he fell. A quick twist and he was dead. I rolled and jabbed with my sword. The blade was through the second soldier’s throat before he could send a warning to anyone.
Getting to my feet I flicked my blade clean of blood before securing my weapons. I tossed a small piece of tech on the floor and instantly it scrubbed all traces of blood from the area. Then Tiberius came over and helped me drag the guards over to the door.
“Two dead,” I reported, taking my position back up. “How’s that door coming?”
“Five more seconds.”
Tiberius stomped three times.
“Get it done, Sascha. We have more coming.” I couldn’t hear well through the helmet, but I could feel the vibrations in the floor as they walked towards us.
The door slid open and the three of us pulled the dead soldiers in with us, closing the door just as I heard the other three walk by. I sighed and rested against the wall, settling my adrenaline.
“That was too close,” I muttered. “We’re in the labs.”
“Do you see the cure?” Kris asked. The other chatter on the channel silenced at his question.
Tiberius growled and I whirled around, sliding both swords free. My eyes met Lyn’s.
Fuck.
“Katerina, I can’t say that I’m surprised to see you here.” She sat at one of her lab tables, legs crossed at the knee and rested her elbow on the table to prop her chin on. “Though I am rather disappointed after what happened the last time. I’d hoped you’d learned something.”
I slipped both swords back into place before I deactivated my helmet. I gave her a lazy smile. “Hello, Lyn. I’m sure you know how much I like to suffer.”
“Apparently,” she said. Then she turned to Sascha as her helmet came down as well. “Well, and it seems you brought a friend. Which one are you?”
“I’m the one deemed damaged and irreparable,” Sascha said. I’d never heard her voice so cold and deadly before.
“Ah yes, the defective one,” Lyn said, hearing the Russian words. “I am rather impressed you’re still alive though based on your scan. Would you mind if I took another?”
“She’s no longer you’re experiment, Lyn. We’re here for the cure.”
Those cold, dead eyes slid back to me and I swore there was something like a smile on her face. “You’ve grown attached. So very like you, Katerina. You know Ryojin misses you.”
Instantly I went cold, and then hot as the rage rose up to choke me, overwhelm me with emotions and memories I had to push down, hard enough to break me. The sword was back in my hand and pointed at Lyn before I even realized what I’d done.
“Poor baby Ryo,” I snapped. “Must be so hard being evil and manipulative. Give me the cure and we’ll leave.”
Lyn slowly stood with her hands up in surrender. “It’s in there,” she said, jerking her chin in the direction of a glass case.
Sascha strode over and Tiberius prowled the office, sniffing everything. When she opened the case an alarm blasted through the room. Lyn grinned at us and I cursed, grabbing her arm and yanking her towards me.
“Is there a cure?” I demanded. “A cure for the genetically targeted disease you sent out for the old Heishi soldiers?”
“Only I know the cure.” She smirked. “You really thought I was going to let you do the same thing you did last time? Do you know what Ryojin did to me after that failure?”
I practically tossed Lyn at Sascha. “Get her out of here and onto Shino-neko. Take her to the base. I’ll search the lab just to be safe and then take care of the prisoners.”
“Katerina, no!” Kris yelled over the comms. “You can’t do it alone. This was not the plan.”
“The plan is jacked; send the fighters so I have some breathing room.” I was already going through everything in the lab, grabbing anything I thought we could use. Tiberius held still while I loaded him up.
“Guard Sascha,” I told Tiberius in Russian, forgoing the signals for speed. “Take her to the ship. Protect.”
The lougar huffed and pressed against me as I secured everything.
“Katerina, please,” Chase said. His voice was strained, frightened over the comms. “Listen to Kris. He knows what he’s talking about. There’s no way you can get out of there alone.”
I looked up at Sascha and she nodded. She knew me well enough; we had the same DNA after all. There was no way I was giving up the cure. Or a chance at one, not if it meant Chase got to live.
“I’ve done this before,” I reminded them, my tone short. “I can take out the Federation soldiers as long as they’re distracted. Send. The. Fighters. Now.”
There was a moment of silence and I really thought the rebels would abandon me as a failure. Then there was a small crackle. So much back and forth I could barely make it all out. And through it all came a clear voice.
“We are at our location and ready to engage the fourth location,” Alva stated. “If the rebels do not attack we will still follow the plan as promised and free the prisoners.”
My heart swelled with love for this woman.
“Sarmatia ready to engage,” Celeste said. “Third location in our sights. May Artemis watch over you, Katerina.”
“Kami forces ready at location two, we are locked on to the Federation ships,” Suseri’s voice crackled over the comms through the distance.
I felt the tears prick my eyes at the solidarity and support I’d found with these women. Each of us from vastly different worlds, but we were still there to lift each other up when needed.
“I’ll see you again,” I promised my brother and Chase.
“Rebels engaging,” Kris reported. His voice was vicious with his anger. “You better Katerina, or I’ll bring you back from the dead just so I can kill you myself.”
“I’ve got your back, Kat,” Chase said. “Wolfegang ready to provide air support.”
I closed my eyes and listened.
There was utter chaos in the base as the Federation soldiers tried to figure out what to do when ships suddenly began to appear on their radar. There was already a contingent of soldiers headed towards the lab, but the way to the supply closet was clear as another group of soldiers turned back to man their ships.
Kris and his forces fired at the clone base where those strange sounds were located. The following blasts rocked the entire building and Lyn stumbled. She would have fallen if not for Sascha’s strength.
“Go now,” I told her. “Get on the ship and get her back to the rebel base, to Dashka and Dr. Wallace. They’ll have thousands of patients soon.”
Sascha didn’t hesitate. She was out the door with Lyn and Tiberius before I’d finished my sentence.
The sounds filled my ears and I cocked my head, my eyes unfocused so I could map everything I heard. Crouching next to the door, I listened. There were at least six soldiers in the contingent heading my way, coming closer with each passing second.
One pistol and two short swords, plus whatever I could acquire from the Federation soldiers. All I had to do was get through them and I’d have a straight path to where the subjects and prisoners were being held.
Based on the map Sascha had drawn for us, I had to go through two buildings and down one level. That was where they’d be. Once I had them I’d be able to confirm with the rebels for the pickup with the Wolfegang providing air support.
I’d need to make it to one of those ships or steal one. It wasn’t part of the plan for me to blow up the base, but I really wanted to. At the very least I’d set it up to make sure there was nothing left on top of all the rebel fire power.
Plan made, I stood and opened the door. I stepped out into the hall and waited. When those six soldiers turned the corner and saw me waiting for them, they hesitated. The ground shook as more rebels blasted the base.
Then they charged.
I had nothing in my hands, no weapons, and I didn’t need them if they weren’t going to shoot at me. Looked like my gamble was right. Ryojin wanted me captured alive.
Two came at me together and I ducked and swerved, tripping one up as I got into the guard of the other, punching hard once right into his diaphragm. He went down coughing and choking. The third, a female, came at me and I spun, kicking up and around to clip her under the chin while pushing the first back down hard enough he stumbled and smashed his face into the ground.
There was the sound of taser batons being activated and I dodged at the last moment. That arm extended too far and I grabbed it, yanking her to put her off balance. Then I twisted her arm, using it to tase the soldier next to her. One quick redirection and they were both down and out.
There was a breath as I studied the final two. Only the first struggled to get up, shoving off his unconscious teammates. The last two were more wary of me, both female, and both cautious. They’d seen how easy it was for me to take down the others. Whether they knew who I was or not, they could clearly see I wasn’t normal.
If Ryojin really wanted me captured alive he should have sent a squad of his new super soldiers, or at the very least a few clones whether they were defective or not. These hopeful wannabes never had a chance.
They looked at each other for a moment and then pulled their guns. A quick glance told me they were on stun, but it would still hurt like a bitch. Instantly I ran. I headed straight for them and then jumped left to avoid the first shot, my foot planted on the wall and I shoved off, my left fist connecting with the cheek of one. Her bones crumbled beneath my knuckles and she dropped like a rock.
The second shot skimmed my arm but my armor held up. I twisted and spun as she shot in quick succession and I realized as one blast burned my face she no longer had it on stun. She was an excellent shot too, quick and precise. It took everything I had to dodge until I could get close enough.
She surprised me when she used her gun to bash me in the face. I stumbled and managed to recover before she could blast me right in the gut. Dropping to my stomach I reached out for her partner’s gun, rolling to avoid the kick aimed at my head.
As I rolled onto my back I fired twice, and then a second sound reached me. Without looking I extended my arm and shot the first soldier as he finally got to his feet. He flew back and stayed down. The woman above me clutched her stomach before she fell to her knees.
The look of pure hatred on her face bothered me, but not enough to feel bad. She along with the rest of her soldiers worked for Ryojin growing clones and testing unwilling subjects. She knew exactly what was going on and did nothing. They’d all just tried to take me back to him for re-programming. I wasn’t about to spare a thought for them.
I only wished there was another way when it came to the clones. It wasn’t their fault they were being created, but their existence couldn’t happen. With the base destroyed and no Lyn to make more it would be difficult for Ryojin.
As I got up and checked my suit I listened again, more footsteps headed this way and my shield was at eighty-five percent. I grabbed one of the rifles and slung it over my shoulder before following the route I’d decided on in my head.
Listening to the reports on the chatter helped me focus as I tracked their progress in the back of my mind. So far one prison had been infiltrated and Alva was loading them up. The other two were underway. The rest were waiting for me.
As I approached the building with the prisoners I encountered a few groups of soldiers, but it was too easy to take them out with the rifle. They didn’t even know what hit them before they were down. This was the part I didn’t like.
It felt too much like cheating with my training, but I didn’t have the time to be fair. I had to get in and get them all out before blowing the base to a million pieces. It was times like these I could see how the Federation came to be what I was. I had to grit my teeth and bear it as I shot my way through the base until I’d cleared a path.
I was sweaty and breathing hard as I stood before the corridor that led from the second building to where the prisoners were located. If I wanted to save time I had to go to the control room and unlock all the doors at once.
Only a few more meters and I’d be at the access panel.
I took a step forward and Kris stepped in front of me. Frowning at him I checked the chatter on the comms, but he’d never said he was coming down. “What are you doing here, Kris? I thought you were handling the clones, not the prisoners.”
“Kat, what are you talking about?” The words were on the comms and not from in front of me.
Then I realized the man before me had bright blue eyes, not grey. I ducked just in time to avoid the pulse blast he fired at me, moving too quickly to follow. I activated the helmet and ducked back behind the wall. “There’s a clone of you Kris,” I whispered, trying to listen for the footsteps. “He’s here, trying to keep me from the control room. It’s going to take me a little bit long—”
My last word was cut off as a hand wrapped around my throat, crushing my windpipe. The helmet crumbled under his strength and shattered. My eyes widened as I gasped, taking in the clone of my twin before me, too shocked to fight back.
Then my training kicked in and I brought my arm down on his, trying to break his hold. The Kris clone brought up his second hand and slammed me back into the wall. I choked, struggling to weaken his hold.
The faraway sound of Kris and Chase demanding answers was garbled as the ringing in my ears grew louder. I changed tactics and slid my arms up and pushed out as fast as I could. His hands slid off my neck, the nails scratching the bare skin of my throat.
One quick knee jerk into the genitals and he crumbled over, not making a sound. The lack of any noise from him at all was what creeped me out the most, not the blank look of nothing on his face. This one was so cold and abrupt I didn’t think it even really had a soul, just some basic instinct to survive and follow orders.
While he was bent over in pain I brought my knee up harder this time, slamming it into his nose hard enough the bone and cartilage splintered. Blood poured onto the floor and finally there was a grunt, but if it was from the pain or just the force of my strike I didn’t know.
I reached back for my sword and slid it free, ready to bring it down across his neck, but I hesitated when he looked up at me. His blue eyes held mine and even though I knew it wasn’t my brother a part of me recognized him, his DNA, the feel of him and I couldn’t kill him, not with my own two hands.
Instead I brought the hilt down hard on his head and he fell to the floor in a heap.
Then I booked it down the corridor, refusing to look back at the face I’d known all my life – but it wasn’t him. I really should have killed the clone seeing as how that was mistake numero uno when it came to every movie ever, but I just couldn’t. Instead I was going to get everyone out before he woke up. That was the new plan.
I hit the control room and sparks flew from the walls as the constant barrage of firepower from the rebels started to take its toll. Based on the chatter we were winning, but I couldn’t focus on that.
“I’m working on the access panel now,” I rasped, yanking the scanner off with brute force. My throat ached. Damn that clone had been strong. If I was right that meant my brother was definitely the strongest between the two of us.
“What the hell happened?” Wolfe demanded.
“Kris’s clone,” I tried to explain. “He’s stronger than me. But I’m at the control room, and I should have access in a few seconds.”
Something tried to zap my hand and I cursed. Fuck it. I yanked everything. The escape protocols took hold and the door slid open to reveal a scared soldier. I brought up the pistol, my rifle lost in the scuffle with the clone. He held up his hands and the look of resignation in his eyes, the absolute terror…
“Get out of here,” I told him. “Leave the base, don’t ever come back.”
He didn’t need to hear it twice. The soldier got up and scrambled out of my way. Then I stepped up and into the control room. I stopped dead when I heard a wet sound and then a gurgle. I glanced back and saw the clone with his fist in the soldier’s gut. The soldier slid to the floor, leaving my brother’s clone’s hand dripping wet, stained a bright red so shiny it didn’t even look real.
And I’d broken the fucking door. My pistol was up and firing before I could think twice but he dodged and then threw his hand out.
Instantly my body froze, and then slowly I felt my back arch as he tried to rip the gun from my hand and I resisted on instinct.
I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him as he twisted his fist and my body rose a few inches in the air until only my toes touched the ground. The clone made a pulling motion and my boots dragged along the ground as I floated towards him.
There was nothing I could do. It didn’t matter how strong I was, how quick, how smart…he had control of my entire body and nothing I did could break that hold.
It felt like an eternity as he pulled me with his telekinetic power…each second I fought, trying to regain control, but the clone was so much stronger than me. His mental power rivaled Kris, but he had perfect control unlike my real brother.
His fingers wrapped around my throat again, pressing against the bruises and aches he’d left before. I breathed hard as I struggled. Then he brought his face within an inch of mine.
“You should have killed me,” he whispered.
God, he even sounded exactly like Kris – if Kris didn’t have a soul.
“No wonder Ryojin wanted me and not you. You are a failure, Katerina, and always will be.”
Completely frozen I could do nothing but take the verbal abuse. It was like Ryojin had trained him on exactly what to say, honing in on my weaknesses like a sniper. I couldn’t help the tears that filled my eyes and spilled over.
“What do you plan to do with me?” I gasped around his fingers.
“Ryojin will decide.”
Suddenly my comms exploded with screams and yells, reports of Federation ships bursting out of hyperspace and attacking our allies and the rebels. Panic rose inside me as I realized Ryojin had anticipated everything. He had waited until we were confident. Then he’d attacked, killing whatever hope we had as lines went silent.
Ryojin was here. Somewhere in space above me…he was here.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

“Yes, little sister. Ryojin is here, our father.” Kris’s clone dragged me down the hall without even touching me.
A blast of crackling energy blinded me for a moment and then I fell. I slammed into the ground, my hip connecting with the cement and I groaned, rolling onto my stomach and jumping to my feet despite the pain.
Sascha stood over the clone of Kris and fired again, his head blew up like a watermelon and I had to turn away from the gore. It was too real, too much like my twin and my mind wanted to scream in protest and fear…despite the fact that I knew it wasn’t Kristopher.
My clone didn’t have the same problem I did killing the Kris look-alike. It was different when it was my own face. I knew without a doubt that it wasn’t me. But the brother I’d spent the last year looking for? It went against everything I’d been fighting for, and one day it might get me killed.
Without a word I went back into the control room and checked the controls. Sascha came up behind me and she didn’t say anything, but she put a hand on my shoulder. She knew with those special powers of hers, exactly what I was feeling.
“Thank you,” I told her.
She nodded and reached over me to select the surveillance. Flicking through the cameras we saw thousands of prisoners. Some of them weren’t even human. I took out the lock picker I stole from Ryojin during our trip to Earth and set it up to unlock the doors.
Tapping the comms for the prison area I opened a channel. “In approximately three minutes your doors will open. Take the west corridor out to the empty field. Rebel ships will pick you up and take you to safety. Please…don’t do anything stupid.”
The looks on the prisoners faces was priceless. Half of them didn’t believe me, the other half were ready to go.
“Everything okay Kat?” Kris asked, cursing as he fired at Federation ships.
“Sascha just murdered you; I’m far from all right.”
“It wasn’t me, but I get what you mean. Just focus and get it done.”
I sighed through my nose and tightened my hairband. Time to put on my big girl panties.
“Some of them look sick,” Sascha told me. “We’ll have to help them out.”
“What are you doing back here?” I asked, watching my decoder crack the lock. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you came back for me, but what happened to Lyn?”
Sascha shrugged and took up a defensive position. “I left Tiberius to guard her on the rebel base with Dashka and that Dr. Wallace. It didn’t take long to get back here. I’m glad I made it in time.”
Knowing how close I’d been to being Ryojin’s puppet again I was glad too. “The general is here,” I murmured, flicking through all the cameras again.
A beep indicated the program was done and then a second later I watched as all the doors opened. Chaos erupted as Federation soldiers tried to stop the escapees and the enhanced prisoners took them out. Another flick and I watched as clones were dispatched by harried Federation superiors.
“We need to get everyone out. Now. The sooner we do the sooner we can blow all of them to hell,” I said, pointing at the dozens of clones of both me and Kris.
Killing one was nearly impossible. Dozens of them? We’d all be screwed if we didn’t high-tail it out of there and I wasn’t looking forward to dealing with more of them.
“Picking up prisoners now,” Kris told me. “The ships are making it out, but—God dammit!” There was the sound of an explosion and for a split second I thought my twin was dead until he spoke. The relief at the sound of his voice made me weak and I had to hold onto the console for a moment. “The Federation reinforcements are overwhelming us. They’ve taken out two prisoner ships already. Location three and four have already pulled out and completed their mission, but the Federation ships from those locations have been sent here.”
More screaming and shouting over the channel as I heard more of our ships being blasted from the sky, and then the shuddering of the small planet when they impacted. We were getting our asses handed to us.
Sascha and I grabbed what we needed and took off for the prison cells. I ripped off the remains of the broken helmet and thanked my lucky stars the suit was equipped with a backup. There was nothing but chaos and the alarm as we sprinted through the halls.
We burst out into the prison wing and started checking each cell, helping those we could. Some of them shoved us off and said they wanted to stay. I didn’t bother to argue with them, we had limited time.
“Katerina!” Sascha screeched from the hall.
The level of panic and pain in her voice raised every single hair on my body. I whirled around and shot out of the cell. What I saw made me freeze. “Lykhlor!”
His hate-filled eyes whipped to me, and then back to Sascha; his claws were deep in her shoulder. I didn’t know what to do. His obvious confusion warred with the hatred on his face. “You,” he spat.
“Please,” I told him in Guerren. “I’m here to help you escape.”
The chances of running into him on this base…more proof that Ryojin had set up the massacre that had occurred overnight, giving the Federation the ‘right’ to take their planet.
He didn’t look like he believed me, but he tossed Sascha to the ground like she was nothing. Slowly I stepped towards them, making sure my sword was down and unthreatening. “I escaped Ryojin and joined the rebellion. I’m here to help your people; to get back what is rightfully yours.”
The Guerre’s eyes blazed at me and I was nervous as hell. He was massive and ridiculously strong. Despite my engineering and enhancements, taking him out would be a challenge. I could even lose.
Sascha struggled to her feet and clutched her shoulder as she went to another cell, helping one of the prisoners out, telling him what to do, to fight – but there was no way he could understand her. She pointed, glancing back at me only once as she continued to check the cells.
“Why help us?” the Guerre demanded.
I stopped when I was an arm’s length away from him, within killing distance if he felt like it. “It’s the right thing to do. Now if we don’t get out of here in the next five seconds more clones are going to find us, and shred us to pieces with their mind.”
He studied me again, towering over me. It hurt my neck to look up at him. Finally he jerked his head in a nod. “For now, we are allies. Then you can beg for your life.”
“Sure, sure, let’s go,” I said, giving him a wide berth as I caught up to Sascha. I tossed Lykhlor my pistol and grabbed one of the sicker prisoners, pulling his arm over my shoulders as we ran.
It sickened me the Guerren was here, on this base, and a prisoner. What had Ryojin planned to do with him? It bothered me I’d been a part of what had happened on Guerre, and that battlefield of blood-soaked grass would never leave me.
It was all I could think about as I watched the tall alien assist the others. Despite everything that had happened to him he was willing to help us, to help the prisoners.
Only more proof that he wasn’t the murdering monster Ryojin made him out to be.
Lykhlor was able to carry two at a time and between the three of us we were able to fill three transports during the firefight. I tapped the comms as the last batch was loaded up. “Get out of here,” I told the pilot. “Stay safe.”
“See you at the base, Kat,” the pilot replied.
Sascha provided cover fire while the ship took off as did the Guerre. “You should have gone with them,” I told Lykhlor. “You are a leader of your people; we can’t afford to lose you.”
He gave me a look like I was insulting him.
“Fine, stay and die. What do I care,” I muttered.
Another explosion and I looked up. The rebel ships were taking heavy fire and the pieces rained down on the small planet. It looked like some sort of apocalypse, but this was war. I’d never experienced actual war before; I’d never been in real battle. It was horrifying and abrupt – so many lives lost.
“Katerina, our scanners are showing the clones on the move and closing in on your location. You need to get out.”
I tapped the panel on my arm and checked in on Shino-neko. The ship still defended the gate location, allowing the prisoners to leave by providing cover fire. Her shield had taken a few hits, but she still held. I couldn’t call the ship down without costing thousands of lives.
“We might have to steal a ship, Kris. Shino-neko needs to hold her position.”
Another explosion made me duck as the heat blasted us. The three of us were knocked to the ground and I had to watch as one of the transports we’d just loaded up with prisoners burst into a million pieces, the flames and screams loud in the thin atmosphere and the sound carried, seemingly never-ending.
I jumped to my feet and pulled Sascha to hers. The Guerre was already up and running. We dashed for the safety of the base, dodging flaming debris as we ran. I yanked Sascha to a halt and shouted for Lykhlor when I saw what headed our way.
A wall of clones poured from the base and our time was running short. “Is there a pickup headed this way?” I asked, even though I knew they couldn’t make it to us. The three of us would have to fight our way through, and steal a ship before the bombs were set off.
“I’m trying to get to you,” Chase said. “But I might have to take down the transport so Ricky can provide cover fire with the Wolfegang. There are too many of them to get a clean landing.”
The three of us were frozen. Leave the empty fields where someone could pick us up, or fight through the clones and try to get a Federation ship?
Another ship burst into space out of hyperspace, right above us. I looked up to see Ryojin’s flagship. Panic started to set in. I’d rather fight a thousand clones than let him get his hands on me.
I pulled out my swords and tried not to worry too much about Sascha’s shoulder wound that wouldn’t stop bleeding.
“I know you don’t like it, but we need to use our power,” Sascha told me. She took a step closer as the Guerre hunkered down; shooting at the clones with everything he had, roaring as he took them out. “Let me in and I’ll be able to help you.”
“Kat, we have to pull out. Get your ass on a ship and get out of there,” Kris ordered.
Sascha reached out with a bare hand and I hesitated for a split second, but when she gave me an encouraging smile I nodded. Her palm on my forehead was cold and then I felt…
My head flew back with the force of her mind as she shoved everything she had into me, everything that made her her own person – all the information she’d gathered, everything she’d seen, everything she’d learned...
It filled in the holes I’d had on my training and ripped off the door to the power I’d been ignoring for so long. When Sascha released me I could barely function, everything felt rubbery and I fell to my knees, holding my head as a migraine came on full force.
The clones pounded the ground as they ran and died under Lykhlor’s fire. They didn’t make a sound as they were shot, falling to be trampled by the others. Sascha then turned and raised her hand towards them, with a peaceful look that frightened me.
Something in the air shifted and I felt it in my chest, almost like the pull of gravity. Even Lykhlor stopped firing to look back at my clone. One twist of her hand and dozens of the clones with our face and Kris’s had their heads snapped to the side, and they crumbled to the ground.
Getting to my feet was harder than it should have been with my knees still weak from the brain overload. The lights were bright and made my eyes water with the pain as they tried to adjust. I turned and my shoulder touched Sascha’s. I faced the opposite direction, focusing on clearing a path.
“Get ready, Chase,” I whispered.
The migraine pulsed behind my eyes, but I knew what I had to do. If I didn’t, Ryojin would take me and Sascha and probably kill the Guerre on sight. Then we’d be back to square one.
I reached up, focusing on the smaller Federation ships that were firing at the retreating rebels. Closing my eyes to concentrate I let my rage fill me, the anger and the hate I’d pushed down and ignored at every opportunity. My eyes flew open as I felt the power fill me and then release. With one thought I redirected it, grabbing a ship mid-flight.
It took all my physical strength to direct the power, wrenching my arm to the side. The ship followed, crashing into another Federation fighter. They exploded and I reached for more. Rebel ships jumped when they could; by gate, by hyperdrive…it was a mass exodus as I destroyed the fighters, trusting Lykhlor and Sascha to take care of the clones behind me.
“Kat, I’m on the transport and I’ll be able to reach you, just…keep doing whatever you’re doing. Locked onto your signal,” Chase told me. “Just hold on a little bit longer.”
I felt something wet drip from my nose and I didn’t bother to wipe it away. I could smell the blood. Pulling and pushing I was able to clear the small fighters, pulling them down onto the base, onto the clones, helping Sascha clear them.
They used their own powers, though some weren’t as strong as others. I could bat them away like a fly, but a few tried to worm their way into my mind and I had to double my mental shields, cursing as blood started to trickle from my ears.
“I see you,” Chase said. “Get ready to board.”
I looked over at Sascha and there was so much blood pouring from her nose and ears it looked like something out of a nightmare. When she locked eyes with me I could see burst blood vessels – she was killing herself.
“You have to stop,” I rasped, coughing as blood trickled down my throat. “If you’re not careful it will kill you.”
“All remaining prison ships made it to Kami Prime,” Kris reported. “I’ve pulled most of our forces. Me and a few others stayed behind to help you get out, Kat. Get on the ship ASAP.”
“Sascha,” I protested, yanking her hand down. “Stop.”
I glanced at the clones and there were only a few left. Looking up I saw Ryojin’s ship headed our way, the trajectory slow and careful as rebels fired at them. The shield held up and I knew we had maybe a minute before Ryojin was close enough to order me to do something I would regret.
The Wolfegang’s transport ship landed with a rough shudder. Chase had come in too hot and too fast, but he’d managed to recover. A Federation fighter came at us, firing its weapons and I reached up with my right hand, clutching onto Sascha with my left. I made a fist, concentrating everything I had in that motion.
The fighter imploded – the metal screeching as it was sucked into itself. It screamed above us, crashing into the surface of the planet and I shielded my face from the heat.
“We need to go!” I shouted.
Sascha threw me off of her and clapped her hands together. Clones slammed into each other hard enough I heard bones break over the distance and I winced. I grabbed Lykhlor and shoved him towards the transport as the stairs came down. Chase didn’t even bother with them. He jumped to the surface and ran towards us.
Another Federation fighter came at us, but I was too slow. They landed a few hits, and the engines on the transport died as sparks flew. The smoke didn’t look promising. I cursed and reached up once more, but I was so tired I stumbled. Sascha reached down and helped me stand, despite the blood covering her face and neck, running from her eyes like tears she was still steady and strong.
“Go, I’ll take care of it,” she told me.
I protested but she shoved me at Chase and in that moment she was stronger than me, having more practice with her powers. I struggled against his arms, trying to reach for her. But he held on tight, giving Sascha a grim nod as he picked me up and carried me to the transport.
Screaming for her to come with us I was tossed gently on a seat before Chase took the pilot’s chair. He scrambled to get the engines back up and running, pulling panels and messing with wiring.
It was all I could do to sit up straight. The Guerre cursed, mumbling in his language and tried to help Chase get the power back on. Wiping the blood from my nose I pushed myself up and stumbled to the window. Looking out I watched Sascha take out more clones as they poured from the base. A small puddle of blood began to form beneath her feet and I knew she’d never planned to make it out alive…
Then she turned to us and reached out…suddenly the engines flared to life and Chase had his hands on the steering, pulling us out of there as quickly as he could. Sascha lifted us straight up into space and Chase was able to speed away from the small planet.
The transport rocked as another blast hit us. I looked to the side and saw fighters pouring from Ryojin’s flagship. They fired on us and the transport shuddered, sparked, and slowed as the engines sputtered once more.
There was a massive flare of power and I watched Sascha reach out with both hands. She opened her mouth in a scream and suddenly all the fighters exploded at once. That massive wave of power hit us and we rode it like a wave in the ocean while Ryojin’s ship’s lights went out…as if a massive EMP had hit it.
Sascha looked up at me and smiled right before she collapsed.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

“Sascha!”
I ran to the front of the transport and scanned the surface for life. Chase was furiously trying to get the ship up and through the debris-filled space while Ryojin’s ship was still down. Lykhlor worked on the transport, fixing wiring and compressors and whatever else.
“Her vitals are flat-lined,” Kris told me over the comms, his voice tight with emotion. “She’s already dead, Katerina.”
The silence that followed his statement made my migraine a thousand times worse, as though all the blood in my brain wanted to get out right at that very moment.
“I can’t get the transport working, we need to abandon it,” Chase said, grabbing my arms and giving me a little shake to get me to focus.
I held my head, shaking it back and forth as I tried to accept her death, that she’d sacrificed herself for me. Why was my life worth more than hers? Because I was the original? It was too much to take in, too much to think about, and all I wanted to do was go back in time and find a way to save everyone.
“She didn’t have much time left,” Chase said. His voice was soothing and gentle. He pulled me into a hug, not caring about the blood I got all over him. “She wanted to give you the chance to live while she still could. Now help me get us out of this.”
I looked up at him, slowly processing his words through the pain in my head. Nodding, I knew he was right. Sascha knew she had weeks left at the most, but that didn’t mean I didn’t hate her sacrifice, wishing we could have had a little more time so I could show her some of the things I knew she’d wanted to see.
“Get us out of here?” I repeated, still trying to process everything.
“Yes, I need your beautiful mind to find us a way out of this ship and this space. The transport is going down.”
I took a step back and wiped my nose again. The bleeding had stopped, but the feel and the taste of it was all I could think about. I grabbed for the extra spacesuits and tossed them at Lykhlor and Chase. “Should have worn your suit like I told you to,” I told Chase, shrugging a shoulder as I turned to the viewer, eyeing everything between us and the gate.
“Kris?” I asked, fighting to clear the fog and the pain so I could focus. “You still here?”
“I’m with the Wolfegang, we’re the last two. What’s taking so damn long?” he shouted. “We’ve already loaded the bombs and we’re about to drop them, you have thirty seconds to figure out what you’re going to do.”
Checking all the engines, the systems, and the weapons I glanced back to see Chase and Lykhlor suiting up.
I tapped on the blinking, incoming transmission and let it through.
“Hello Katerina,” Ryojin’s silky smooth voice said. “How is that clone of yours, the one we called Sascha?”
I scanned his ship as he spoke, ignoring the flare of pain in my chest. His ship was powering back up and the remaining destroyer was almost back online. Whatever Sascha had done to those ships had given us just enough time to escape.
“Do you even care?” I asked, tapping the controls on my suit and locking onto Shino-neko. I sent a command to the ship and sealed my secondary helmet.
Chase sealed the Guerre’s helmet and gave me a nod when we were all suited up. The transport was dead. It was already being pulled into the small planet’s orbit as the engines sputtered and died. I opened the hatch and activated my grav-boots.
This was the last thing I wanted to do.
Chase grabbed me, turning me enough so that I could see the green of his eyes in the small bit of light. “I know you don’t like open space, but we can do this together. I promise I won’t let go.”
I searched his eyes and nodded. He would protect me to the ends of the universe. I didn’t doubt that for one minute. I fumbled for the controls, trying to get my thrusters to work right as Chase grabbed Lykhlor’s hand. The thrusters flared to life.
As I stepped over the threshold and into nothing but black space, stars, and ship debris, my stomach dropped and I thought I might be sick. It wasn’t a sensation of falling forever, but in space there was nothing around me, nothing to ground me. I was nothing but a tiny speck in the massive universe.
I couldn’t hear Ryojin any longer. His voice was left in the transport as I floated away, drifting among the destruction. I was frozen as I tried to process what the next step was. Open space terrified me, and now I didn’t even have a ship to hold on to.
Somehow we had to make it to Shino-neko, and the overload from Sascha made it difficult to process and figure out exactly what I needed to do to get us there. We had to avoid the debris and climb in before the Federation ships were powered enough to fire at us.
And I was the only one with thrusters on my suit.
A few corrections got us on the right path toward Shino-neko. The path was displayed on my helmet and I used the tech in my gloves to direct us toward Shino-neko, the Wolfegang, and Kris’s ship Yang. They waited for us, past the battlefield and close to an access point as well as a gate point. We’d have to jump first as the Wolfegang wasn’t equipped with its own gate-drive. And Chase wouldn’t leave his ship.
It was slow going pulling along both Chase and Lykhlor and as I watched the destroyer power up. I was pretty sure it didn’t have many more individual fighters to deploy if any, but the weapons on that ship could take out pretty much anything.
It fired on the transport and the ship exploded behind us into a million pieces, blowing me off course. We hit pieces of floating ships and I grunted as my ribs protested the abuse. I almost lost my grip on Chase, but he held onto me and didn’t let go, just like he’d promised.
It took more strength than it normally would to keep us from spinning into nothing, keeping us out of the pull of the planet’s gravity. The thrusters burned hard as I veered us back onto our path, adjusting for the new direction.
The destroyer turned on the Wolfegang next, planning to eliminate our means of escape. Fear filled me, raw with the slight taste of aluminum. Then hate. I let it consume me and my mind cleared – the fog lifted.
I knew exactly what I had to do.
Flinging out my hand I let that raw, emotional power loose. Everything and anything I’d shoved down, hid, and pushed aside. Every last drop of emotion and feelings, even the ones I didn’t even want to think about. Like the pain I’d felt when I woke up from cryostasis and realized everything and everyone I’d lost. Like Sascha burning herself out, dying so I could live.
Raw power left me and it poured out of me like a never-ending geyser. It was a laser so destructive and powerful I released Chase, afraid to hurt him. My other hand reached out and as Sascha had done I forced my hands together, fighting the strength of the energy.
My entire body trembled with the force of it. Blood ran freely from my nose, floating in the helmet like a gory reminder of my humanity. I ignored it all as I pressed my hands together harder, watching the destroyer’s hull start to collapse in on itself.
When I felt the integrity of the ship weaken I ripped my hands apart.
A jagged line opened up on the destroyer from stem to stern and I heard nothing as it began to disintegrate, only the rebel chatter as they pulled out of all the other locations and reported in at the base using code words.
When the pieces of the destroyer drifted apart and frantic voices asking where Kris was, what was happening as the power continued to flow; and I couldn’t stop it…
A strange, loud crackle came over on the transmission and I struggled to put a cap on the power, to pull back before I accidentally destroyed one of our own ships. Shouts and screams for me to stop as I bled and bled. Chase grabbed me once more, shaking me hard enough I was able to drop my hands, completely exhausted.
I simply floated, staring at the shattered destroyer.
I’d caused that destruction.
Trying to stay conscious I felt Chase activating the thrusters and power on my boots. We moved again, but I hardly noticed, unable to look away.
How many had I killed to protect my own?
Then there was an extra sound on the channel, the one that didn’t belong.
“Katerina.”
The general’s voice on the rebel channel silenced everyone instantly. They could all hear him, hear the way he said my name with tenderness and love, a bit of awe as he spoke.
“I underestimated you, and I’m so sorry,” Ryojin said. His voice was so gentle and kind.
It hit me in the heart, right where I still hurt from his rejection on Panthera. I closed my eyes, trying to ignore him, but it was difficult when he spoke right into my ear, whispering like a lover would.
“You know no one can understand you, truly understand you quite like I can. You must feel like you don’t belong – the rebels couldn’t have been very welcoming after your time with us. And they have no idea what you’ve been through,” Ryojin said soothingly.
I wanted to put my hands over my ears to keep that sweet poison out of my head, but I couldn’t. He’d managed to hack into the rebel’s comms. Chase directed us toward Shino-neko and we were almost there – so close.
“Don’t listen to him, Kat,” Kris said over the channel. “You belong with me.”
“But do you really?” Ryojin asked as the three of us powered through space, dodging debris thanks to Chase.
“No one understands your telekinesis or how to use it properly. Your twin may be more powerful than you, but he doesn’t know how to wield it,” Ryojin told me, his voice soft like he was quieting a feral animal.
It reminded me of all the times he’d cared for me, been close with me, and sat on the couch while we watched stupid shows. All the good parts of our relationship. It was hard to resist, difficult to remember why I fought so hard against him.
“I can train you,” Ryojin said. “We have an excellent program. Please Katerina, come back to me.”
I hesitated, hating myself in that moment as I looked toward Ryojin’s flagship, still mostly dark as they made hasty repairs. It was a tempting offer. To own the power I could wield like Sascha without melting my brain? I wanted it if only to have some semblance of control.
Pulling away from Chase I shook my head, trying to figure out what it was I wanted and not the words Ryojin used to make my mind so receptive to him. Chase didn’t let go. He pulled me back and sent a command through my suit to Shino-neko, ordering the ship to us now that we were through the worst of the debris.
“My people can help you Kat,” Ricky said over the comms. “Don’t give up just yet.”
I looked back at the Wolfegang. Ryojin wasn’t the only answer, but he was the easiest. There was no guarantee the Olkchen could help me and I needed to keep the power in check. It was too destructive, too volatile for me to continue ignoring it.
“Katerina, please stay with us,” Chase said, holding onto me, touching the glass of my helmet with his gloved hands as if he were holding my face. “I truly believe we can work through this together. But if you really want to go back to him, if you need to go back, I’ll let you go.”
Those words shocked me and I looked at the man I knew I loved, the one who’d always been there for me, always protected and helped me since the first day we’d met. “You’d let me leave?” I asked, not quite believing him.
Those green eyes of his never once looked away from mine. Chase didn’t look disgusted or frightened of me, he simply looked at me – at exactly what I was without fear. “Yes, because I love you, and I want you to be happy. Life isn’t easy, Katerina. Love isn’t easy. We have to work at love every day and it’s hard. Dealing with all of this is hard, and I doubt it will ever really go away. But I’m willing to stay by your side and figure it out. I want to fight this with you, to have the chance to love you for the rest of my life.”
Tears filled my eyes at his declaration and I ignored everything – Ryojin, his ship, the Guerre holding on to Chase’s leg so he wouldn’t get lost among the debris, Kris, and the Wolfegang. Nothing else mattered in that moment.
I didn’t want to have to fight alone anymore. Kris had his rebellion but it wasn’t mine. I was still alone, isolated from them and probably always would be. But I had Chase. He had proven he’d never leave over and over and…it was time for me to believe him, and trust his words.
“Okay,” I whispered, pressing the glass of my helmet against his and closing my eyes. “I’m sorry, Ryojin. I’m never coming back.”
And I really was sorry, but I had to stop looking back and start moving forward.
“Well, that’s too bad,” Ryojin said. His tone was curt and disappointed.
I tried not to let it bother me as Shino-neko stopped in front of us, the hatch opening to let us in.
“Katerina, I order you to destroy the ship in front of you, the Wolfegang, and then your brother’s ship.” His command rang clear through the hushed silence of the rebel channel.
It was something I’d wondered about, worried over for hours as I contemplated everything in Ryojin’s files. How powerful were his commands? How effective? Could he order me over a transmission or a comm and I had to obey, or did I have to see him?
As my trembling hand came up I knew the voice command was nearly as strong as it was in person, but not quite. I was able to fight it – my entire body shaking as I tried to keep my arm at my side. Chase and Kris and Ricky and Lykhlor all yelled at me but I could barely hear them as I fought my ass off to keep from obeying.
I was my own person. I was not a robot or a mindless drone Ryojin had created. He’d infiltrated my mind, but it was still mine. Following the command would kill me, I tried to rationalize. I was already weakened from using the telekinesis earlier. There was nothing left.
The instinct to survive kicked in and it helped. I was able to pull my arm down as Chase careened us into my ship. Still, the force of the command as Ryojin repeated it made me shake. More blood poured from my nose and ears as I resisted. It made the entire ship shudder.
“Kill this channel!” Kris ordered his rebels.
If Ryojin’s voice couldn’t reach me then there was a chance.
Resisting made me nauseous; it made it hard to breathe. I slammed my fist onto the button, deactivating the helmet. I gasped on the floor, holding myself in a tightly curled ball as Chase took control of Shino-neko.
He powered up the hyperdrive and Lykhlor of all people knelt by my side, pulling off his own helmet as he hesitated above me. His hands pushed back the loose hair from my ponytail, smoothing it as he stroked my forehead, murmuring to me in Guerran.
The ship continued to shudder and I wrapped my arms around myself, pulling in whatever I could as Ryojin ordered me over and over. Blood down my throat made me cough and I heard Chase calling out the warning for hyperspace before the pull hit me.
I grabbed onto Lykhlor as we exited, vomiting up blood from the force it took to control myself, and the force of the ship. The two combined made me feel like I was being pulled apart.
Looking up at Lykhlor I pointed to the med kit with a quivering finger. “Please, sedate me. Sedate me before this kills me.”
“The rebel channel has been disabled,” Chase yelled back when everything suddenly went silent.
Lykhlor hesitated over the med kit, but the shaking hadn’t stopped. I needed a hard restart. “Do it,” I told him.
The Guerre opened the case up and grabbed the sedative with a practiced flair. Without warning he jabbed the device into my neck and I felt my entire body seize and then relax. The shaking stopped first and I sighed with relief as some of the pain eased.
“Thank you,” I told him. I reached up and the Guerre helped me stand. Looking around I realized we were safe. For the moment at least.
Lykhlor studied me with a frown on his face. I was a bit surprised as well; I’d thought for sure that had been a large enough dose. But I was still standing and conscious. “You fight well, little human,” he told me.
He held out his arm and I took it, grateful we’d managed to overcome some of our differences despite the shit-show we’d just endured. I smiled at him, tasting blood on my tongue. It had to be everywhere.
Then it hit me and my eyes rolled back into my head. One moment I was awake and fully functioning, the next I was in darkness. Nothing but soothing black, quieting any and all thoughts.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

When I woke up the sky was bright and I had blood in the back of my throat. Instantly I rolled to my side and coughed, spitting out what I could. People I didn’t know yelled and pushed me back onto something that moved.
I looked around, trying not to move my head too much as it pounded in protest. Faces above me peered down, scanning me, and taking blood samples. I tried to push them off, but they were stronger. And that worried me.
Where were Kris and Chase?
“I’m right here, Kat,” Chase said, his familiar hand on my shoulder as we moved into a dark building.
There were so many sounds I couldn’t filter through them, and the lights above me smeared my vision making it difficult to see anything. Voices started to push through the ringing sounds and I could make out a few words here and there. None of it was good.
I closed my eyes against the bright lights that only made the migraine worse, though I felt the pain receding.
“How is she?” Kris asked, appearing over me like a mirage. I felt him more than I saw him. My twin was a dark shadow against my eyelids – a fractured mirror.
“Her brain is repairing, but whatever she did out there overloaded her synapses. That’s why there’s so much blood.”
I didn’t recognize the doctor’s voice, but I wasn’t too concerned.
We had to be back on the rebel base. It was a safe place.
Until I remembered Ryojin hacking into the channel the rebels used. I sat up straight, eyes wide, looking around for Kris. “He can track the transmissions!”
“Shh,” Chase told me, gently pushing me back down when the sudden adrenaline surge made it difficult for the doctors to get me under control. “That entire channel has been destroyed and a new one is in use, totally disconnected.”
I sighed in relief, exhausted from the burst of energy. “Did we win?” I asked, throwing an arm over my eyes to help block out the light.
“Barely,” Kris muttered. “Focus on getting some rest and when you feel better we’ll go over everything.”
“I’ll stay right here until you wake up,” Chase told me as I was shifted from the gurney to a bed.
Something pricked my arm and there was a cool sensation as I assumed some sort of I.V. was set up. Slowly I felt myself return to normal again as the pain receded and the fog lifted a bit.
The amount of people in the med ward was absolutely horrifying. As I looked around I saw hundreds of people and knew there would be hundreds more, other rooms that would be turned into makeshift medical wards. Doctors and nurses ran back and forth, helping who they could, making those they couldn’t comfortable.
There were too many, and for all that were in the doctors’ care there were probably thousands more who didn’t make it back. I looked up at Chase, wanting to ask a million questions about Celeste and Alva and the rest of our allies, but I was so exhausted and my throat was raw.
Dr. Wallace came to my bedside and scanned me once more. He frowned and crossed his arms when he was finished. Whatever he had to say, it wasn’t good.
“What is it?” Kris asked. “She’ll be fine, right?”
Dr. Wallace nodded but the grim expression on his face didn’t change. “You nearly died from a brain hemorrhage. I don’t know when it started, or if it was just the overload at the end but you have to be careful, Katerina. These telekinetic powers have limits, and if you push yourself too hard you will die. No matter how quick your healing is.”
A nurse started scrubbing my face and I grabbed the cloth from him, cleaning the blood myself. The white cloth was instantly dyed red and I winced as I felt how much of the sticky red stuff had dried on my skin.
“I assume this also applies to you,” Dr. Wallace told Kris. “There’s not much I can do for you Katerina other than to give you pain meds and fluids while your body does the hard work. I’d suggest refraining from using any telepathy or telekinesis for at least a week.”
He started to walk away but I reached out, grabbing his sleeve before he could go. “Please, what about Lyn and the cure?” I asked, glancing at Chase. “What about the vials I gave to Tiberius?”
It was the whole point of the mission for me. Saving the prisoners had been a bonus.
Dr. Wallace shrugged. “We haven’t been able to find Tiberius. Lyn is in good health, but refusing to give us the formula for the cure. Some of these ex-soldiers, subjects, and prisoners are too far gone I think to be saved. The rest still have a week or so.” Then he pulled out of my grip and ran off to help the next subject.
There was too much to consider and it worried me that no one could find Tiberius. Sascha could have given him the order to hide, but she’d said she had him guarding Lyn…
“Don’t even think about it,” Kris told me. “I’ll go check on the Federation doctor. Rest and when you feel better we can figure out the next step.”
My brother kissed my forehead before he left to check on the other patients. I watched him talk with them, hug them, and reassure them. The gentle expression on his face was one I didn’t think I’d ever see for anyone outside our family.
This was Kris’s new family.
Then I turned to Chase and knew he was mine. Somehow the small family he’d created on the Wolfegang had welcomed me and it had taken a while, but I’d fit right in. Now, I wasn’t sure what came next, but I knew Chase would be a part of it.
“I’ll get her to give us the cure,” I promised him. “If Tiberius doesn’t have it already, I’ll make sure she cures you before it gets much worse.”
Chase sat on the edge of my bed and took the cloth from me. He proceeded to scrub the remainder of the dried blood from my face and neck. He’d stripped out of the spacesuit at some point and the muscles in his arms bunched with each movement. I couldn’t help but think of the words he’d said…how he was willing to let me go if that’s what I needed.
“Did you mean everything you said?” I asked. “About – how you felt?”
His small smile made me blush which was embarrassing. It didn’t help I could feel the heat radiating from his body as he leaned over me. “Every single word,” he reassured me. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”
The utter chaos around us faded to nothing and all I saw was Chase. His light brown skin, green eyes, massive chest, and broad shoulders along with his never-ending patience and gentleness were more than I could have ever hoped for after I woke up from cryostasis. I was incredibly lucky to have someone like him.
Beaded sweat was on his brow and I pressed the back of my hand to his forehead. “You’re burning up,” I muttered. I sat up and checked him over. His face was a little wan and he looked tired but we’d barely made it out of that battle alive. It was to be expected to some degree.
Looking closer I noticed flecks of blood on his lips. “Have you been coughing more?”
Chase shrugged and I was up, ripping the I.V. out of my arm before he could react. “You need to lie down, I’m already feeling better. I’ll get you some fluids too.” Turning to one of the rolling carts near the bed I opened each drawer until I found what I needed.
He tried to protest when I pulled and pushed him onto the bed, but he did eventually lay down which concerned me. Chase had to be feeling worse than he let on if he wasn’t going to fight me tooth and nail.
I got the new I.V. set up, one of the basic requirements for field medicine that Ryojin had me learn. Patching up on the battlefield required more medical skill than I’d anticipated, but I was grateful for it now.
“I’ll get Dashka,” I told him. “Just stay here.”
“You should be the one recovering,” Chase protested, but his eyes closed in exhaustion.
Instantly I felt terrible. He’d gone through so much the last few days, had been nothing but supportive despite his illness; one we had no idea how to fix. I pulled on the collar of my suit armor and made my way through the crowds of chaos. I had no idea where Lyn was, but I was going to find her and make her give me the cure.
Grabbing a nurse, I asked him to fetch Dashka for her brother and then kept going, slipping through the insanity as unobtrusively as possible. I whistled for Tiberius as I recalled the layout of the building. There were a few holding cells relatively close to the med ward. Turning down a corridor I whistled again, waiting for Tiberius to come out of whatever hiding spot he was currently in.
When I reached the door to the holding cells I pressed my palm to the door and my genetic code gave me access instantly. The rebel sitting at the desk in front of me gave me a surprised look. I had to look like a mess.
“Dr. Tallis?” I asked.
He pointed without saying a word and I checked each cell, finding her in the very last one. I crossed my arms and stared at her. She lay on the cot with her hands folded over her stomach, sleeping peacefully.
The rise and fall of her chest was too fast for her to be asleep though and I whistled one more time.
Tiberius slipped through the bars of the cell behind me, the clink of the vials against the metal warning me of his presence. He pressed against me and I rested my hand on the top of his head. The lougar was distraught, but still doing his job. The chaos must have been too much for him.
“So, I hear you don’t want to give up the cure. That you’re going to let thousands, if not millions of people die.” I leaned one shoulder against the bars of her cell and watched the way her breathing accelerated.
Slowly, Lyn sat up. She stretched first and then looked at me. There was nothing on her face I could read, nothing I could use to persuade her to give up the cure. I couldn’t threaten anything to get her to cooperate. Either I could convince her, or use her life as leverage. With this woman there was no in between.
“I don’t think it was your idea to wipe out all your previous hard work,” I said with a shrug, kneeling down to stroke Tiberius, ease his nerves, and calm him down from all the excitement. We’d never been in a real battle before – either of us.
Carefully I took out each vial from his vest, grateful Lyn used safety glass. They could be the cure, or they could be something even worse than a genetically targeted disease. Nothing was labeled as was her usual. I held up each vial to the light and set aside the ones I recognized. In those labs on the clone base I’d grabbed anything that looked promising, not discerning between familiar and not. There had been other things on my mind.
“Tell me, what do you think of the new clones? They seem rather powerful.”
Lyn didn’t blink, she didn’t smile. She didn’t even shrug. “Until they burn out,” she told me. “Using the full potential of the telekinesis or telepathy kills them within days. It’s an expensive experiment. Soldiers are still better than clones.”
Finishing with my separation I stripped the vest off of Tiberius and carefully placed each vial where it belonged. The ones I didn’t recognize I could give to Dr. Wallace or Dashka for inspection. Maybe they’d find the cure, but I’d rather have Lyn give it to us.
“Then help me save them,” I said, standing up and slinging the vest over my shoulder.
“I see you nearly died as well,” Lyn said, jerking her chin to my face.
The blood must have stained my skin. I needed a real shower. Soon. I’d get the cure, speak to Kris, and then take a shower and sleep for the next twenty-four hours. I glanced at my hands, wondering when I’d lost my gloves.
“It happens.” I shrugged and gave Tiberius the signal to go back to the Wolfegang and rest. He needed it. The cub brushed against my legs with affection, wrapping his tail around my calf briefly before he trotted off, making the rebel guard nearly piss himself.
“Thanks to my healing coding it seemed you survived, barely.” Lyn crossed her arms over her chest and her eyes narrowed at me.
We stared each other down for a few seconds, on opposite sides of the cell for the first time since we met. “Are you going to give me the cure or not?” I asked.
“My loyalty is to the Federation.”
“Don’t lie to me,” I gritted out. My hand clenched into a fist as I had to fight back the anger. “We both know your loyalty is to the science. Anything else is simply there to facilitate your work.”
She smiled then and it was like having a bucket of ice water thrown over me. “Are you going to facilitate my experimentation then, Katerina? Are you going to give me a lab and funds and rebel soldiers to work on? How will you manage that as I am positive that is exactly what all these poor souls are trying to avoid.”
“Is that a no?” I asked, arching my brow in question.
“I can’t tell you the formula for the cure. Ryojin will come for me, not because we’re blood, but because he can’t have his precious Heishi Project without me.” Lyn leaned back against the wall and eyed me up and down. “You are no match for him, even with these rebels. Your mind is still his. No, I won’t tell you the cure. The general will find us both eventually.”
The anger roared up and I couldn’t resist it anymore. This was going nowhere fast. Spinning on my heel I went straight for the guard and his face went white with fear. I dropped the vest on his desk and grabbed the gun from his holster. Without a word I went back to Lyn’s cell, ignoring his shouts of protest when he realized what I was going to do.
I reached Lyn’s cell and flipped the safety off the pulse pistol. I pointed it right at Lyn’s head, keeping my expression blank, void of emotion despite the fury roiling inside. Something in her eyes changed when she saw me point that gun at her.
“I guess I don’t need you then,” I said quietly, flicking the switch from ‘stun’ to ‘kill’ with my thumb. “Chase Wolfe is sick and I won’t tolerate losing him a second time. So either you tell me the formula for the cure, or I kill you.”
There was a hint of suspicion in her eyes as she uncrossed her arms, but she was wary. “You wouldn’t kill me. I know you’re not that stupid,” Lyn said slowly. “Without me there is no chance at a cure.”
I shrugged. “If you don’t tell me the formula Wolfe dies anyway. Whether you are alive or not doesn’t matter if I don’t have that cure. Surely you can see the logic in that. And killing you would ensure Ryojin can’t make another disease, more clones, and more soldiers to brainwash. Sounds like a win-win to me.”
She jumped to her feet and I fired.
The blast of pulse energy melted through the bars and hit her right in the knee. Her scream of pain was loud enough shouts and exclamations rang out as people came into the holding area, saw what happened, and then ran out again.
“Tell me the formula or I shoot out your other knee,” I told her. “If you still won’t tell me, then I’ll simply kill you.” Inside the anger settled and there was a strange sort of serenity as I watched my previous captor and torturer clutch at her knee. She examined the burnt flesh with a professional eye.
Lyn would never be able to use the knee again unless it was fully rebuilt and that wasn’t likely unless she gave us some incentive. I aimed the pistol at her other knee and waited. Her glare probably would have scared the shit out of me a few months ago, but I didn’t care anymore.
Without Chase I was alone. I wasn’t going to go through that again.
Lyn was a tough chick. I had to give her that. She glared at me with the same hatred I felt for her. “Whatever you do to me will never be worse than what Ryojin would do if I told you.”
I tilted my head to the side as I considered her words. Then I aimed at her head instead. “You’re right. It would probably just be better to kill you. Though, you could always join us. I’m sure a reformed Federation would still have need for the best genetic scientist in a generation.”
“In three generations,” she snapped.
I chuckled. “So which is it?” The weight of eyes on me from the doorway felt heavy.
Lyn made her sucking-on-a-lemon face and I was so relieved I nearly lost my careful control. “The cure is the pink vial. It can be reverse engineered. Give me a plex and I’ll write down the formula, but I’m sure your doctors will want to double-check.”
I lowered my gun at her and grinned. “Thank you, Lyn. Welcome to the rebellion. I’ll get someone on that knee of yours.”
Turning down the small corridor I flipped the safety back on and tossed the pistol to the rebel guard. Grabbing the vest I saluted him and pushed through the rebels at the door who rushed to get out of my way.
I rummaged through the pocket until I found one of the vials I hadn’t been able to recognize. It was a pale pink, such an innocuous color. At least the mission wasn’t a complete failure. I’d managed to do one thing right.
It wouldn’t take Dashka and Dr. Wallace long to replicate the cure. Then Chase would be okay and he’d be able to keep that promise of his for a lot longer. I only hoped we weren’t too late for the ones we’d managed to save from Ryojin’s extermination.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

“I told you I would take care of it, Kat,” Kris said when I walked into the empty war room. He crossed his arms and glared.
I shrugged and leaned against the table, all the holograms stuttering as I did so. Kris and I stared each other down, testing each other. “She gave up the cure and the doctors are double-checking the information. You’re welcome.”
Now thousands if not millions could be saved. Once the cure was created it could be mass-produced and sent out far and wide. “Once it’s distributed the people will know it was us, not the Federation. More will join the cause,” I told him.
Kris grunted and turned back to the holographic maps. There was a lot of red that indicated lost ships and lives.
“How many did you lose?” I asked quietly. This part had to be the hardest, taking a close look at everyone who’d died fighting for his cause.
My brother sighed and dropped his arms. He ran one hand through his hair and scrubbed his face before pulling up a list that scrolled by endlessly as more names were remotely added. “I’m still getting reports from our allies the Norse, and Kami Kingdom but it’s already in the thousands. I don’t know how Ryojin knew, but his second attack decimated so many of our forces.”
“And how many did we save?” I tugged on my hair. The names on that list were embedded in my mind and it didn’t matter that I didn’t know any of them. They were still dead because of a plan Kris and I had cooked up.
“So far nearly a million, whether they’ll stay with us or not is another situation entirely.”
I turned to look at each list with my brother, our shoulders touching. Even though he was pissed at me I knew he needed the contact. Kris had his family, but he was still a leader. It was a lonely position.
“Alva and Andvari? Celeste?” I asked, almost afraid to know the answer.
“The prince and princess are alive,” my brother reassured me. “They’re taking a roundabout way to the base to check in before going to their home planet. They want to meet with their new allies. The empress has asked us to shelter the forces she sent us to appear as though it was not her doing and I’ve granted it.” He looked so exhausted. “Celeste and her warriors took out nearly half the fighters on their own. I think they only lost one warrior. Celeste is in Medical Bay 3, making sure her people get their treatment. She’s amazing.” He smiled then and the look on his face warned me he had a bit of a crush on the Sarmatian.
“I’m glad they all made it through. But not everyone did.” We both stared at the KIA lists as more names came pouring in. It was a heavy weight to carry and I honestly had no idea how my brother bore it.
I was so exhausted. As I twirled the healing serum I’d stashed from Tiberius’s vest around my fingers, the pressure in my skull made my head feel like a watermelon about to burst. Untwisting the cap I downed the contents. It would help, but I still needed to sleep.
There was just so much I still had to do. Checking with Dashka about the cure and making sure Chase was doing better, perhaps even getting him an early dose was on the top of my list. A shower was a close second.
“Lyn Tallis really gave you the cure?” Kris asked, giving me the side-eye.
“We go way back.” I couldn’t help but smile at my own bad joke. “Had to blow out her knee and threaten to kill her to get it though.” Again, I shrugged. It didn’t bother me one bit, Lyn deserved it. For the greater good and all that, if I were to take a page from Ryojin’s book.
“We’ll need to find a way to mass produce it and give it to everyone on the base. Then we’ll ship it out once we’re sure there are no side effects.” Kris nodded as he started to tap out notes on his plex. “I also received a few communiques today. The Family will fight with us, as will a few others. Once I have their genetic scans added to the agreement Sarmatia will join us. We just need to acquire more ships and ammunition.”
“What’s the next step?” I asked, watching the holograms shift as he added in what the new signatures would mean.
Kris sighed. “Well, Ricky still has to contact his people, but we have the forces now to make the Federation stand up and take notice. We have to move fast or we’ll lose the attention of the citizens as well as give the Federation and Ryojin time to pick us off.”
The mention of Ricky reminded me of his offer. After everything that had happened during the battle, the struggle to fight Ryojin’s command…I knew I had to go with him whether I wanted to or not. We weren’t friends by any measure of the word, but I did trust him as a member of our crew, a fellow rebel, and a person who had a vested interest in breaking the control the general had over me.
Since day one Ricky had been unsure of where I stood, and what I would do with my experimentation. He’d warned me how volatile and dangerous I could be, and now I was living proof of that prophecy. It had happened, but not in the way he’d thought it would.
Ricky was one of the reasons I was this way, and it was only fitting he was the one to help me fix that mistake.
I reached out to flip through a list of ships under the rebel umbrella. Everything my brother had worked for was truly impressive. He had so much loyalty and trust. His rebels were willing to fight and die for him, for his ideals and beliefs.
“I’m going to meet the Olkchen with Ricky,” I told Kris. “They may have answers. If they could break Ryojin’s hold over me then we would have a far better chance at beating him.”
A group of rebel soldiers passed by the war room and Kris and I shared the silence as he took in my words. As my superior I should have asked him, but this was something that had to be done no matter what. It wasn’t just that Ryojin could control my destructive power with the sound of his voice; it was the extent of that destructive power.
The destroyer shattering as it had, splintering into metal shards, sparking in the night sky as millions suffocated in the vacuum…I’d never forget that, or forget the way my power wanted to go on forever – taking everything I had until I burned out, my flame snuffed out like a candle with no oxygen.
“I hope you find what you need,” Kris finally said. He turned to face me and the way he looked at me…picking me apart to my very bones. Kris saw everything. Despite all my flaws he didn’t hate me, but he was worried. Concerned I might destroy the galaxy, just like Ricky was.
“Maybe they could help you too,” I said.
The green and red of the holograms cast strange shadows on my twin’s face and for a moment he looked like a stranger. After cryo and then three years of separation we had to find our way back to each other, but that bond between us was still strong, unbreakable even. We still had a lot to learn about each other though.
“I’d rather someone just take this ability from me,” he admitted. “I don’t need it and I don’t want it. It’s only caused more problems than it’s worth. What good is a superpower I can’t use?”
I didn’t bother to explain he could practice. It was clear Kris didn’t want to. “Either way, if it goes well with the Olkchen you should talk to them. Maybe one day Lyn could block your access to your telekinesis if she was truthful about joining us.” I pushed off the table. It was time to see Dashka.
Walking towards the door, I paused at the threshold, glancing back at my twin. “Do we have a plan to get the Federation to accept the coalition?” I asked.
Kris shook his head, never taking his eyes off the scrolling list of names reporting in as KIA. “I’ve no idea how yet, but we’ll figure it out.”
I nodded, trusting him. He was better at all this stuff than I was.
“Hey, Kat?”
I stopped, hearing emotion in my twin’s voice I hadn’t heard since before cryo – a grief that was difficult to put into words. It felt like drowning, fighting to breathe but knowing you never would again.
“I’m sorry about Sascha.”
The pain in my chest flared and I had to catch my breath. It was difficult to forget her despite the short time we’d spent together. Sascha had made me question everything, even my own existence. And I was extremely grateful for the chance I’d had to know her.
I would never, ever forget what she did for me.
“She knew what she was doing.” I left my twin in his dark war room with only the holograms to keep him company. I didn’t bother trying to get him to rest when I knew he would just ignore me.
Rebels moved out of my way as I took the corridors to the medical wards. The closer I got the more people there were until I could barely tell one person apart from the other. Voices chattered in my head and out and I shut them off, but the emotions were more difficult. There was so much pain and grief it was difficult to keep breathing. My eyes stayed dry through sheer force of will.
“Dashka?” I asked, grabbing someone in a medical uniform. They pointed me in the right direction and hurried off.
Carefully I weaved my way through the crowd, trying not to make too much eye contact with people. It only made the emotions stronger. I found Dashka in a private lab, staring through a microscope. The item in question was displayed on the screen next to her in vibrant, perfect detail. Her eyes constantly flicked between the two as she made notes on her plex.
“Did Lyn give us the real deal?” I asked quietly so as not to scare her.
Still she jumped and looked at me in surprise. “Yes, thank you,” she breathed. “I should have a good replication in a few hours and once it’s been proven Chase will get his dose. He’s resting right now. I gave him some meds and a slight sedative so he could sleep and recover.”
Dashka turned back to her work. I took a step closer and inspected the molecular structure of the cure. It was way above my level of knowledge.
“He’ll be all right?” I asked. It was hard to believe I’d done it. That Chase would truly get better. After months thinking he was dead, and then thinking he would die from a disease Ryojin had created – I wasn’t ready to believe just in case I was wrong.
“He will be better than perfect once I’m done with him,” Dashka said, making another note. “I give you my word Katerina.”
Slowly I let out the breath I’d been holding. Dashka and Dr. Wallace were the top scientists in their field aside from Lyn. “Do you need more information from Dr. Tallis?” I asked. “Whatever you need, I’ll make sure you have it.”
Dashka stopped what she was doing and spun her chair to face me, crossing her arms over her chest. She looked me up and down and it struck me again how different she looked from Chase. She looked a lot more like their mother whereas Chase was a perfect blend of both Lady and Lord Wolfe.
“I will let you know if I need anything Katerina.” Her eyes fell on the blood caked to my hair and skin. “I know you would do anything for my brother and I’m glad you two are back together. He needs someone like you to ground him. He’s been lost for so long.”
I shook my head and gave her a rueful smile. “Chase is the one who grounds me, not the other way around. I’ve been lost since I woke up in this new time and place. Without him I’d be a Federation puppet or dead.”
Dashka’s warm smile made me blush and I wasn’t quite sure why. She was looking at me like…like a sister would. “It goes both ways, love. I’m just glad you’re a part of the family now.”
I wanted to cross the room and give her a huge hug, but I was disgusting. “I’ll let Chase sleep, but when he wakes tell him I’m on the Wolfegang?” Emotions were still difficult for me, but Dashka smiled like she was the empath in the room and knew exactly what I couldn’t say or show.
“I will let him know the instant he wakes up.”
I nodded and gave her a mock salute. “I’ll leave you to it then.” I turned and made to leave. “And don’t forget to eat something!” I called over my shoulder.
Dashka had the same tendency to work herself to death that Chase had.
At least Chase would get some sleep and he would have the cure in the next twenty-four hours. Something inside me settled as that knowledge permeated my thoughts, calming the raging chaos I’d felt since finding out about the disease.
I made my way through the building and headed to the hangars. The Wolfegang was still home. Tiberius was there and probably needed comfort. As I contemplated whether I should skip the shower and just strip before passing out, I was stopped with a brief hand on my shoulder.
I whirled around, shocked more than anything. The man in front of me looked dirty and bloody but he smiled at me. “Thank you, for getting me out.”
It wasn’t a rebel, but a prisoner. I nodded, feeling awkward. Noting the same bruises under his eyes as Chase had, I felt like I should say something, but this wasn’t my forte. “We should be able to distribute the cure soon, don’t worry.”
With that I continued on my way, but more people stopped to thank me, and I shook my head. “I wasn’t the only one,” I murmured, pushing past them.
I ran into the Guerre in the main hangar. He looked like he’d been waiting for me. We stared at each other in silence and when he made a move toward me I flinched. I was tired and my usual iron-clad control was weak.
“Thank you for making sure we got out,” Lykhlor said, extending his arm as he would to any one of his warriors.
I clasped it briefly and tried to move, but he held on tight. “These people need you. You made the right choice.”
When he let me go I stumbled and let my momentum carry me through the crowd and toward the Wolfegang. I needed some peace and quiet. It was all too much for me at the moment. I was almost there when I heard a familiar voice call my name.
I hesitated and then turned. If it was another fight, I was in no shape for it. “Sam, I’m glad you’re alive.”
He grinned and then pulled me into a giant bear hug. “I saw what you did to get our ships out safely. I was there when you took out the fighters. You saved my life,” he told me. When he pulled back he noted the blood stains and gave a curt nod before stepping back. “You’re one of us now.”
Oddly his words filled me with warmth and I smiled. I guessed I’d managed to do more than one thing right after all.
I ran up the ramp and into the cargo bay of the Wolfegang before anyone else could talk to me. I was tired and sore, and still recovering despite the healing serum I could feel tingling through my veins. Deactivating the suit I slowly pulled it off so the top hung from my waist as I climbed up the stairs slowly.
When I reached the landing I bent down and deactivated the boots. The seal released and I stepped out of them. I picked them up and headed toward Chase’s quarters. As I tapped in the code to his door I wondered if Tiberius had chosen his bed or mine. After we started sleeping with him regularly Chase had altered the panel as I had on my door. His comments about a lougar who would soon be able to control his ship had been entertaining.
I tossed the boots into the cleaner and then stripped the rest of the suit off and did the same. Tiberius grumbled and I lifted the blanket to see him tucked under there on the big bed instead of his own. Giving him a scratch under the chin and a kiss to comfort him I knew he was exhausted. Maybe he wasn’t cut out for battle.
The door slid open and I glanced over my shoulder to see Chase. His broad shoulders filled the doorway and he stopped for a moment, looking me up and down. I had to look worse than I felt, though there was a dull pain in the background I ignored.
“Katerina,” he said. My name was almost a whisper. Chase crossed the distance in two large steps and wrapped his arms around my waist, picking me up as he did so. I tried to get down, but he only held on tighter. “Just let me hold you for a minute.”
It didn’t matter that I felt disgusting – bloody, with dried sweat and bruises galore. We’d been separated during the mission and that had taken a toll on him. I was the one who had gone in on the ground with the enemy. It couldn’t have been easy for him to stay back and provide cover.
Then when that second wave of Federation ships had arrived…I’d known there was a chance he wouldn’t make it.
I wrapped my arms around his neck and held on tight. Reassuring myself he was here, alive and safe just like I was sure he was doing with me. He turned and slammed my back into the wall, our lips crashing together.
It was desperate and hungry. Volatile and dangerous. Reverent and loving.
“I need a shower,” I told him, playing with the small hairs on the back of his neck. “And you’re still not feeling well. You’re supposed to be sleeping.”
Chase grumbled, pressing his face into my neck. “Despite Dashka’s best efforts I couldn’t sleep long. Not when I almost lost you today. I need you more than I need rest.”
I stroked his hair and sighed, knowing how hard it would be every time we had a mission, a fight, a skirmish…loving someone wasn’t easy, as he’d said. He was a weakness, but I refused to give this one up.
“But you didn’t lose me,” I said. “We made it out together.”
Chase set me down gently, slowly releasing me until my feet touched the cold floor. He pushed a piece of hair back and studied my face as though he were memorizing it just in case. The way he treated me, it was as though I was delicate, precious, and fragile. We both knew I could take a hit, but it still made me feel feminine and loved.
“We made it out alive this time, together,” he agreed. “I’m glad you chose to stay with us.”
“With you,” I corrected. “I chose to stay with you.”
The lights in his cabin darkened per the settings. It had to be late Earth time and it left us in the dark, strange shadows on the wall from the light outside. I could see the dust motes in the air. One side of Chase’s face was full of light, the other in dark. But when he smiled it lit up his whole face.
There was still one last thing to tell him. “I have to go with Ricky,” I told him, my stomach dropping as I worried about what he would say.
“Yes,” Chase agreed. “Go with him, get better, and maybe even repair your relationship with him.”
I tilted my head and smiled. “You’re too good to me.” Every time I worried about a bad reaction; anger, jealousy, disgust – he surprised me.
“Probably,” he agreed, pulling me towards the bathroom. “But I love you. Aren’t I supposed to be good to you?”
“Ideally,” I laughed.
“Get used to it then,” Chase told me, right before he pushed me into the cold water. “I don’t plan to stop.”
The water shocked me and I gasped as it soaked my tank top and underwear. Then I laughed when I pulled him in as well and he flinched at the temperature, his clothes sticking to his body.
“Thank you for everything,” I said, growing serious. “I would have been lost without you.”
His green eyes were intense as he pulled his shirt off. “And thank you for getting that cure. It gives me a lot more time to find new ways to shock you.”
I couldn’t help the goofy smile on my face as I contemplated what life could be like after the war. What we could have together as two normal people.
When Tiberius joined us in the shower, knocking us over, I realized we’d never really be normal, and I was totally okay with that.
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