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Give Me Chaos



Prelude
 
General Ryojin wasn’t particularly fond of the genetic program on the Enzo base, but on occasion it produced some excellent results. Lieutenant Donnelly was one of the few great accomplishments of the Heishi Project and at present he ran the program.
The general had been ordered by his superior to check on Lt. Donnelly’s new pet project. He’d been promised by the lieutenant it would cure some of the less than pleasant side effects of their patented serum. If Lt. Donnelly was correct in his assumptions he would be up for promotion.
The general slid his hands in his pockets and walked through every checkpoint without stopping to present identification. Soldiers saluted as he passed by. Every general was given a certain level of security clearance provided by a chip inserted in their arm. Checkpoints automatically registered the serial number and allowed them to pass.
He flicked his longer than regulation hair out of his face. There weren’t many people above him in rank and no one brave enough to enforce the policy on hair length. He’d lost count how many checkpoints he’d passed as he made his way deeper into the base through levels of security a tiny fraction of the population on the base even knew existed.
The Heishi Project was one of the best kept secrets of the Federation. Some of the details leaked to the masses. The enhanced soldiers who came from the project became a type of bogeyman. No one knew the exact extent of the project and so wild tales arose to fill the holes.
Ryojin stopped outside the last checkpoint. The soldier stared and fumbled with his ‘sir’ as he tried to salute at the same time. Ryojin knew the effect he had on his soldiers. He was the youngest general in history at thirty-three but it wasn’t always the reason they stared. Ryojin was almost pure Japanese, and one of the few remaining noble families able to keep their bloodlines pure.
He was a rarity among the mutts of humanity.
Ryojin heard screeching and a crash from the genetic labs. His eyebrow rose at the young soldier. Those were not sounds he wanted to hear. The young man stuttered again and opened the door for him, trying to explain but his words were jumbled. Ryojin sighed. He walked through the door and around the corner.
The general stopped in his tracks as he witnessed something he did not usually see in the labs. A young woman with the whitest skin he’d ever seen screamed at three of his soldiers. All of the soldiers were men and all of them were at least three times her weight. She flipped one over her shoulder and hit the second with enough force to drop him like a rock.
The general frowned. He got a look at her eyes. No, she wasn’t Japanese. Something was not right. He intended to find out what exactly was going on.
Donnelly had some explaining to do.
The general walked forward with purpose as she whipped around to face the third soldier. The soldier gritted his teeth but didn’t back down. It amused Ryojin to see him try to take her on though it was clear he was outmatched. She feinted a punch and then kicked him in the genitals; a low blow.
When she turned on the general, neither of them hesitated. Her fist flew at him with impressive speed. He caught it easily enough without breaking stride and spun her around. He held her close, incapacitating both her arms without too much effort. The girl was strong, but not stronger than him.
General Ryojin was the shining achievement of the Heishi Project.
She growled low and animalistic, bucking against him but he held her tight as he quickly inspected her. The girl was malnourished which angered him. There were marks and bruises all over her body, some were from the mandatory tests, but there were other marks that shouldn’t have been there.
He sighed as the realization came to him. Donnelly had been slipping again without reporting it. They couldn’t manage the sickness if it wasn’t reported. The lieutenant would need to be dealt with.
A doctor came out casually from her lab with a syringe in hand. He arched an eyebrow at her nonchalance. “Care to explain, Lyn?”
Lyn Tallis was a woman he knew from childhood, but they had taken separate paths to reach the point in their lives they were at now and it was mere coincidence she worked for him. 
The girl in his arms laughed in a manner which concerned him. He frowned down at her and wondered again where she’d come from. Pure Europeans were nearly extinct. At most a few thousand remained in the icy north of Earth and his guess was generous.
“Only a test, cousin,” Lyn said. She stepped over one of the fallen soldiers and approached the girl. “She did amazingly well.”
Suddenly the weight in his arms doubled as the girl collapsed. He almost stumbled forward before he caught himself against the sudden change in balance.
“It’s all right, Lyn,” the girl whispered. “You don’t need to sedate me.”
He watched the exchange closely with narrowed eyes. Clearly there was more going on than had been in the report. This girl was a captive subject and not a willing one. That information changed everything.
“Where is the lieutenant?” Ryojin demanded. He needed to be debriefed. Immediately.
He didn’t let go of the girl. He didn’t trust her.
“I didn’t know you had cousins,” the girl said.
Lyn grimaced, her version of a smile. “Of course, Katerina. Now you can go back to your cell or finish the test.”
“The cell.”
Ryojin propped her up and let her go. When he finally looked into her eyes they were dead and lifeless. None of the fire in them he had seen moments before. He needed answers.
Her eyes snapped to his and the grey flashed like lightning. The sudden light allowed him to witness the raging storm inside before shuttering once more as she followed Lyn.
He was going to like her.



Chapter One
 
The dark did strange things to the mind after a while.
The cell Donnelly kept me in was small and pitch-black. It was a part of the Enzo base I hadn’t seen the first time around. Tiberius was curled up in my lap, as depressed and morose as I was but I made sure he ate. I on the other hand hadn't slept more than a few minutes here and there since I’d last heard Wolfe's voice over the transmission. I couldn't keep any food down either. Everything tasted like salt and ash.
The water in my cup stared back at me as I lifted it to my lips and took a sip. It was almost too much work to do such a simple task. The cup slipped through my fingers and clattered against the floor. Water spilled everywhere.
Dr. Lyn Tallis and Donnelly came in to the cell at separate times. I’d quit counting how many times exactly, or questioning what they planned next. The details weren’t important. I had no other purpose. I couldn’t even escape and find my brother because all it would do is put him in danger. Not only was he genetically altered, but he was a rebel.
I sighed and stroked Tiberius’s fur, and then stared up into the blackness knowing the ceiling was there but not able to make it out. I closed my eyes and Wolfe’s face filled my mind. His striking green eyes against the beautiful cocoa of his skin and the way he’d smiled at me…it had ended before it barely began.
The tests today made me tired. Lyn had done something with my adrenal system, trying to jump start it or amp it up. I didn’t know what she wanted it to do exactly, but it had pumped me full of adrenaline until I lost control. Suddenly I had to move. I had to fight and try to survive. Lyn hadn’t stood in my way when I ripped out of my restraints and took out two guards in the lab, and then the three outside.
The man who’d stopped me caught me in the downswing of the adrenal amplifier and I’d crashed. He was handsome, and pure Japanese like Lyn. They were rare and cherished from what I’d read. They were honored as descendants of the country that saved the world with science and commerce.
And cousins of all things.
Lyn said I did well. I was sure she’d let me ravage Donnelly’s men as payback for him trashing her lab in one of his rages. I couldn’t help but respect her cunning.
Footsteps came down the hall. The guards had already given me my daily rations so it had to be Lyn or Donnelly. Tests would be next – endless tests. The last few days Lyn threatened to put an I.V. in my arm if I didn’t eat. I was here as I’d promised, but I didn’t have to cooperate. I dropped my head down and it rolled to the side, my eyes meeting Tiberius’s in the dark. They glowed when I focused on them.
The door slid open silently and the glare of light from the hall blasted the darkness away and burned my eyes. I squinted and shied away, trying to make myself smaller as I curled around Tiberius.
Sometimes I wondered in the infinite shadows if Tiberius hadn’t found the gate where my brother was able to walk through from another galaxy…maybe Wolfe would still be alive. If Wolfe hadn’t found the alcove behind the temple would I have ever found my twin? Was it one life for another? My path forked and I was forced to choose a direction without knowing the destination.
The smell of jasmine wafted into the cell. “Good morning, Lyn,” I said, my words soft as I smiled at her.
The tinge of insanity in my almost playful tone made her squint at me in annoyance. “I warned you what would happen if you didn’t eat,” she snapped, kicking the measly tray of food aside.
Protein cubes scattered across the floor. Tiberius didn’t make a move towards them, his training held steady. Donnelly refused to feed the cub his own meals so I saved all my protein cubes for him. He was on this god forsaken rock with me. It was the least I could do to make sure he didn’t starve.
Lyn clapped her hands and two soldiers barreled into the cell and they each grabbed an arm, ready for anything. They dragged me out of the cell, but I didn’t resist. This time. I smiled; I liked keeping them on their toes.
Tiberius growled but with a flick of my finger he quieted and hunkered down in the corner to glare at everyone who wasn’t me.
Donnelly’s command halted the two soldiers. I dangled from their hands, my head lolling. I was weak from the lack of food; a bite here and there was all I’d had for days.
Weeks?
Months?
Time moved strangely in the dark.
But it wasn’t the starvation keeping me from holding my head up high. It was pure apathy. I couldn’t change what had happened on Asgard, or what happened while we were in orbit around the planet.
Nothing mattered, nothing but Tiberius.
Rough fingers grabbed my face and forced me to look up. Donnelly’s eyes met mine through his glasses, ones he probably didn’t need. “Dear, sweet, Katerina,” he, said. His venomous tone didn’t match his words at all. “You will cooperate, you will eat, and you will become stronger. If you don’t…” his pause raised the hairs on my arms. “Don’t think I won’t take care of any distractions.”
He stood up straight and I craned my head enough to keep him in my sights. Donnelly glared into my cell, his gaze locked on Tiberius who growled at him. The sound in the cub’s throat was low and menacing.
“You wouldn’t dare,” I managed. My throat felt dry as sandpaper and it was difficult to make the sounds to form words. I didn’t talk much anymore and my throat was unused to how much I’d spoken in the last few minutes.
Casually the lieutenant took the pulse pistol from the holster on his hip and pointed it at my lougar cub. The last living person I allowed myself to care about. Adrenaline suddenly poured through me, my instincts kicked in – the artificial ones, the ones enhanced by Lyn’s genetic alterations.
My fingers twitched. It was the only physical reaction I allowed myself to have.
My eyes fell to the ground and I lifted one side of my mouth in a half smile. “I’d like to see you try.”
He flipped the safety off and I heard the pistol charge, ready to fire. Donnelly would do it. I knew he would without a doubt in my mind.
We were testing each other; testing the boundaries each of us set, and feeling for strengths and weaknesses. How far would Donnelly go? Would I actually try to kill myself by starvation? Neither of us was sure, but we both knew how desperate the other was.
Killing Wolfe had been a mistake and the lieutenant was just now realizing the size of it.
I let my head hang down once more. I was the docile prisoner, too weak to run away, too weak to fight back…“Fine,” I said. “I’ll eat, but you need to double my rations if you want me to be strong enough to cure you.”
The soldiers’ hands on my arms tensed. Everyone knew Donnelly had lost his mind, but no one ever mentioned it outright. Donnelly’s fingers tightened on the pistol for a split second. I couldn’t see it, but I could hear the metal creak in his grip. Then he slammed the pistol back in his holster, safety back on. “Fine,” he clipped.
Our clash ended in a tie.
I would let them make me strong again if only to protect Tiberius.
My twin was too far to make a difference. Kris was a galaxy away and I would never put him in the same danger I was in. I’d gone over it a thousand times in my head if only to distract me from the heartache threatening to suck me under to drown forever. If I wanted to keep my twin safe I had to stay as far away from him as possible. Maybe one day he would free me from this prison, but for now…he was as dead to me as Wolfe.
***
“Lyn! How many times have I asked you for the cure?” Donnelly’s desperate and angry voice seemed to screech against the metal walls.
I winced every time he yelled. My ears tickled with the pitch of his emotions. As if my ears bled.
He grabbed a tray full of surgical equipment and threw it against a set of shelves. Glass shattered and tinkled when it hit the floor. Something cut my leg but I ignored it. I stared straight ahead and counted the spots on the ceiling. Lyn hated when he threw his temper tantrums. I wondered how she would have me punish him this time.
Were the spots on the ceiling old blood, or were they dirt? I was betting on dirt.
“Katerina!” Donnelly’s anger was focused on me now.
Like I could do something about it. Lyn was the scientist, not me.
“I can make you the cure,” Lyn snapped. Her anger matched his in intensity.
I could imagine the look she gave him as he wrecked her lab. She made a face like she sucked on a lemon when she disapproved of something. I was too bored to actually look. How many times had we done this stupid song and dance now?
The I.V. in my arm slowly gave me back some semblance of focus. The nutrients gave me strength, but I let myself lay limp. No use overexerting myself at the moment. I had to wait for an actual opportunity where escape was feasible. Even if I knew it was nearly impossible. Donnelly had someone on me every second I wasn’t in my cell, even when I used the bathroom. He knew better this time around.
Donnelly stood at my side and stared down at me in frustration. I was strapped to a gurney with multiple needles and tubes sticking out from me. Wherever Lyn thought she might retrieve the best genetic information. Sometimes it was marrow, sometimes spinal fluid, blood, or even skin tissue on occasion. Dr. Tallis could not find a way to bottle what made me different. I suspected she’d come to the same conclusion I had…not every brain was the same.
Donnelly’s brain waves might not be conducive to such drastic changes in his mental capacity so late in life. Perhaps if it was done at birth or in utero he would still retain his sanity. My speculations didn’t help him now. Lyn was the only one who could possibly treat him. After weeks of tests and serums she’d made from my blood and my stem cells, I didn’t think she would be able to help him either.
“Perhaps you’re of no use to me alive,” Donnelly mused. One hand stroked the mass of hair back from my forehead and his look was contemplative as he eyed me from head to toe. “Lyn could dissect you and maybe then she would finally be able to complete her job.”
His conclusion didn’t exactly shock me. It was something I’d waited weeks for. I was actually surprised it had taken him this long to come to the decision the benefits of my death outweighed my life. I glanced over at Lyn to see what she thought about it.
She crossed her arms over her chest and watched Donnelly closely. Her scrutiny wasn’t for my sake; it was to make sure he didn’t throw any more of her equipment. “Look at these test results,” she ordered Donnelly. Lyn pulled up a holograph of one of the infinite tests she’d done on me.
I ignored it and kept my gaze on the ceiling and continued to count. Counting and absorbing as much information as I could was the only way I’d managed to keep any shred of sanity intact. The trick was to keep my head down and to look uninterested at all times. It would pay off eventually. It had to.
I let myself mentally record their conversation to go over later in the dark.
The last few weeks I’d been nothing more than Lyn’s puppet. She’d made sure to do everything she’d wanted to do on Momoko Spaceport and more. Those tests were on top of the ones Donnelly requested and the ones he made sure to deliver himself. The test of my pain tolerance was his favorite.
If I didn’t heal so quickly my body would be laced in scars.
Lyn had been right though. The serum she gave me allowed me to control the pain and disconnect from it. I could withstand so much more now. It wasn’t the physical pain they could inflict anymore. It was the emotional pain I still couldn’t manage.
“You may be right, Lieutenant,” Lyn’s voice came into sharp focus as my mind recognized a possible threat and forced me to pay attention. “If I cannot get what I need from her for your predicament, dissection might hold the only answer.”
Dr. Lyn Tallis held no sympathy for me, but she would buy me as much time as possible if only to further her experiments. I’d glimpsed her plans for me a few days ago when she wasn’t aware I was awake let alone listening to her take audio notes.
My progress with her serum prior to my escape seemed satisfactory to her, but she wanted to enhance my aptitudes and see how far she could advance my human evolution. Deep down the prospect terrified me but on the surface I accepted it in stride like everything else. What else was I going to do?
“Give me a few more days, even a week or two,” Lyn continued. “If I can’t find the answers by then we will do a full dissection.” She was lying. I heard her heartbeat speed up for a fraction of a second. A new skill I’d picked up in the deafening silence of my cell.
My eyes closed as I sighed. Never would I have guessed Lyn and I would be on the same team.
I listened close and kept my eyes shut. There was a song Wolfe listened to during his workouts. It was a type of music I wasn’t familiar with but it closely resembled classical. I hummed as I waited for the next round of torture to begin, accessing the memory so I could remember each note as clearly as I remembered the look on Wolfe’s face when he begged me not to go with Donnelly.
In a roundabout way I had caused the captain’s death.
Wolfe had promised to keep me safe. I knew he was a man of honor, a man of his word, and I put it to the test in the worst way possible. Not like I knew what I was doing at the time.
The song had no sharp notes which I appreciated. Sharp notes brought out the worst in my voice. The gurney began to move as I became lost in the memory of Wolfe as he moved through his martial arts forms, each motion in sync with the song; graceful and powerful all at once.
“I doubt you will get much out of her today, Lyn,” Donnelly commented. His words were further away as one of Lyn’s assistants wheeled me down the hall, probably to the O.R. for another biopsy. “She seems to be losing her grasp on reality more and more.”
He wasn’t wrong.



Chapter Two
 
After seeing the girl, Ryojin had been called away due to another uprising from the rebellion. Finally he was back on Enzo and anxious to ensure Lyn had kept her alive. It was time Lieutenant Donnelly explained himself.
“Sir, we weren’t expecting you until tomorrow,” Donnelly said as respectfully as he could.
Ryojin didn’t bother to respond to the lieutenant. He would learn more if he stayed silent than he would by lecturing Donnelly on his methods. He let the man flounder. Arriving early was the way he saw what he needed to without anyone trying to cover up problems, and this girl was definitely a problem.
Ryojin had his hands in his pockets as he watched the lieutenant in his periphery. Donnelly had something to hide and he planned to find out what it was. “The girl is the key, sir,” his lieutenant said as he entered his code into the checkpoint. The door slid open to let them pass.
The officer’s lounge was empty at the moment. The furniture looked lush and priceless. Donnelly had spared no expense for the officer’s wing. Multiple rooms led off the main lounge. Ryojin walked in to the center of the lounge and looked around as Donnelly made his way behind the bar. Ryojin never looked directly at him but he could see how jerky the lieutenant’s motions were, how nervous the man was behind his mask of calm and those idiotic glasses.
“She continues to improve without further doses of the serum and there’s an anomaly in her genetics we have yet to pinpoint. We think the anomaly is the answer.” Donnelly slid a glass towards Ryojin and took a long drink from his own.
The general casually made his way over to the bar and took the glass but didn’t sip at the alcohol. Clearly the girl was an anomaly. Donnelly should know better than to state the obvious, although her continual improvement was of interest to him. “Where did you find her?” Ryojin asked, sliding his fingers across the delicate glass.
“An old friend of ours had her, Chase Wolfe.” Donnelly didn’t even try to mask the disgust in his voice.
Ah, Chase Wolfe. General Ryojin had been disappointed when he left the military. Donnelly had always been better at following orders, but Wolfe…he was the perfect soldier. He was excellent at thinking on his feet, his ability to strategize was incomparable, and he was the best warrior he’d ever known. It was a shame the man had decided he could no longer carry out his mission.
“Do you believe Wolfe is aware of her genetic condition?” Ryojin asked, finally taking a sip of the saké. He tried not to make a face. He preferred his saké in the traditional way; warm.
Donnelly began to shrug then thought better of it. “I do not, sir. They were romantically involved. It seems to be the reason she stayed on with the Wolfegang rather than finish her original trip to Anarkia.”
General Ryojin set down the drink and held his hands behind his back, perfectly relaxed despite his disappointment with his lieutenant. “Were?” he inquired.
“I was forced to terminate him when he wouldn’t let me have the girl, Katerina.”
His anger flared. Donnelly almost certainly hadn’t been required to end Wolfe’s life. His death was a waste when he could have been given the opportunity to re-indoctrinate his former soldier and friend. Ryojin kept his mouth firmly shut as he processed all of the lieutenant’s words.
So the girl had a name – Katerina. It was foreign and exotic; a name he felt would roll off the tongue. He had never heard the name before and wondered where it originated; surely it would give him some insight to her background.
Ryojin’s thoughts turned back to Wolfe, the man he thought would one day replace him when he received his next advancement. The information intrigued him to say the least. If Wolfe had known of her genetic condition, there was a possibility he had become aware of his own previous experiences with such things. The memory wipes held up, but the reversal of the serum was spotty at best. If Wolfe knew of his oddities, he was the type of man to search out answers.
The girl could have been one of the answers, but Ryojin didn’t know enough yet to safely make such an assumption. It would be hard to find the truth with Wolfe dead. The anger surged again. “Tell me why she’s kept against her will, why she is kept in such conditions, and most importantly, why she looks physically tortured,” Ryojin demanded. His tone was sharp and pointed. His stance didn’t change but he knew when he looked or sounded angry it frightened soldiers and made them obey, terrified of what he would do if they didn’t.
To his credit, Donnelly didn’t stutter or look afraid. He did seem a bit nervous, but he was so completely convinced he was in the right. He did not see the error of his ways. It was up to Ryojin to find out if he thought the lieutenant was motivated to help the Federation or only himself.
“General, it was her doing. We had made an agreement; she would willingly come with me if I spared her friends with the condition they did not come after us. Wolfe did not follow the simple instruction and I was forced to terminate him. I can’t conduct these experiments and find the answers we need while knowing one of our best soldiers would do anything to interrupt our work and remove the girl from our care.” Donnelly pushed his glasses back up on his nose.
Ryojin wanted to rip them from his face.
Instead he crossed his arms over his chest and watched the lieutenant closely. “Obviously the death of her lover has caused her distress and is why she is uncooperative,” Ryojin stated.
“Yes,” Donnelly agreed eagerly. He seemed relieved General Ryojin understood. “She has gone back on our agreement and has refused food repeatedly, fought against us every step of the way. I have decided she may be of no use to us after all and may serve us better through dissection.” Donnelly frowned as he sipped at his drink. “Dr. Tallis does not seem to agree.”
Ryojin would have to thank his cousin later for listening to him for once, even when he knew she’d done it for her own sake and not the girl’s.
If Donnelly thought such a priceless treasure would be better to them dead, he had to be doing it for his own purposes. A human subject improving without further doses of the serum? Ryojin only knew of one other test subject with those results. Finding out why she improved was of the utmost importance.
The second reason to keep her alive would be to see how much improvement her body could take, which if Ryojin knew his cousin, Lyn already planned to do. The girl could be like him, or even better. The possibilities of such a subject were endless…
He wanted her.
Donnelly was no longer fit to serve the Federation that much was abundantly clear to the general. The lieutenant would need to be dealt with, but first he wanted to get a feel for the girl and the ongoing experiments of the Heishi Project.
“I would like to meet Katerina before a final decision is made,” Ryojin said. “Let’s be clear, Lieutenant, I will be the one making this decision.” Ryojin didn’t wait to hear Donnelly’s response.
He turned and made his way to his quarters. He had a set of rooms on every base he frequented and his Enzo rooms were a tad smaller than some of the others but he didn’t mind so much. He sat down at his desk and pulled up everything he could find on Katerina. He was almost excited to meet her and Ryojin didn’t get excited.



Chapter Three
 
I tossed a protein cube to Tiberius and he caught it before it landed on the ground. Donnelly had been true to his word. My rations were doubled and in my cell waiting by the time I returned. The cub was massive now. He had to be about forty pounds with a lot of growing still to do. I would probably need triple rations soon, or strike a deal for Donnelly to feed him separately. It hadn’t occurred to me to ask for that when we originally bargained on Asgard. He had only agreed to let me keep him, nothing more in regards to the cub.
My cell door flew open and surprised me. They shouldn’t have come until tomorrow, but it was still sloppy of me. I’d been too lost in thought and hadn’t heard the approaching footsteps. If Lyn had been monitoring me I would have been scolded for my lack of concentration.
Lyn’s cousin stood in my doorway, silent with his hands in his pockets.
He was the last person I expected to see.
Tiberius hunkered down next to me with his hackles raised and growled at the stranger. The cub didn’t like being confined with a possible threat blocking our only exit. I tapped him on the top of his head and immediately he became silent, but his muscles stayed tense and ready to pounce at any given moment.
The man in front of us didn’t react aside from raised eyebrows. Apparently Donnelly hadn’t told him of my pet. I laughed out loud. I couldn’t help myself. This man was clearly higher in rank than the lieutenant. Donnelly was in so much trouble.
“Katerina,” he said, his voice softer than I expected. “Would you like to clean up and join me for dinner?”
My jaw dropped open. “Did you forget I’m a prisoner here?” I asked. His sanity was clearly in question.
He shrugged. His long-ish black hair fell into his eyes. I hadn’t seen a soldier’s hair long before other than the women who always kept it up. “It is your choice.”
I eyed him suspiciously. He seemed nice enough, but why would he care about a nobody like me? “Only if I can bring him,” I said, gesturing to the cub. A test to see how far he’d let me push him.
“Of course,” he replied. He seemed unperturbed about the prospect. He instantly gained a modicum of respect from me.
Slowly I stood, using the wall for support. The blood rushed from my head and dizziness hit me. He stepped forward when I stumbled but I shook my head. I’d done it before and I could do it again. I was stronger than I knew despite the food and sleep deprivation. Lyn and Donnelly had taught me as much.
Tiberius followed close when I signaled him and we both stepped out of the cell into the bright artificial light. My eyes fell on the man’s insignia and rank; a general. Well, wasn’t I the lucky one. The general seemed to inspect me as closely as I inspected him. He was a few inches taller than me with honey-colored skin, black eyes, and the softest-looking hair. The uniform couldn’t hide the muscles underneath the fabric and his relaxed stance didn’t fool me. The general was ready for anything.
He was kind of beautiful actually.
I smiled as he looked me up and down. He assessed my strengths and weaknesses before turning to the cub with an inquisitive eye. “Follow me,” he said simply once he seemed satisfied.
I obeyed, slower than I would have preferred. The exhaustion still weighed heavily on me and I had no choice but to move like an old lady. “Do you have a name?” I asked, not bothering with formalities. I was no soldier and therefore I didn’t have to follow the same rules.
The general glanced back and slowed his pace when he saw how far behind I was.
I was more impressed he hadn’t asked any guards to accompany us than I was with his chivalry.
“General Ryojin,” he responded.
He led me through checkpoints and I watched as the soldiers instantly saluted him. The second they saw me following behind with my cub they jerked back in fear. I’d gained a reputation among the soldiers in my wing and none of them enjoyed their guard duty shifts.
I smirked as we passed.
We turned a corner and I recognized where we were. My footsteps faltered as we stopped outside the officer’s wing. The quarters Wolfe and I had used the last time we were on the base were through that door.
The door slid open to the lounge and I hesitated before following. If the general noticed, he didn’t say anything. He stopped outside a door and turned back to me. “Inside you’ll find everything you need. When you’re done come out and we’ll eat.”
I stepped back. Tiberius pressed against my legs when he sensed my discomfort. “I don’t think I can go in there,” I said honestly. Wolfe and I had shared that room. I looked up and his face was impassive. Could he possibly have known?
“You will use these quarters and when you come out I will make sure you and your…pet are fed real food.”
My mouth watered at the prospect. I knew they had delicious meals in the officer’s quarters. Donnelly had brought a few to eat in front of me on occasion to test my willpower. Never once had I begged and never once could he force me to eat when he’d offered. It was a strange, messed up game we played.
This general was a whole different man. I didn’t have to know him to be able to read him. Lyn had made me watch enough training videos on cues and body language I could practically do it in my sleep. Ryojin wouldn’t budge. It was this or nothing.
I looked down at the cub and he stared back with his golden eyes. It never ceased to amaze me how much he understood me. I nodded. This was something I would do for Tiberius. He needed proper nutrition to grow and become as strong as he could. We both knew I couldn’t escape without him.
Ryojin said nothing as I limped past him into the quarters with Tiberius. The door slid closed behind us and the lights turned on automatically. There was a set of clean clothes and boots for me as well as new toiletries. I looked down at my dirty pants and shirt.
The same articles of clothing I’d left Asgard with, but they’d removed my boots when I’d strangled a guard with the shoelaces. My jacket was taken when Donnelly told me I needed to learn to withstand the cold. I hadn’t seen my pack or any of my gear since the guards had dragged me away from the bridge.
I looked at Tiberius. His fur was dusty, but I’d brushed it with my fingers every day so it wasn’t matted at all. “Let’s take a long, hot shower,” I told him.
I washed Tiberius thoroughly and used the portable drier on him. Then I brushed his fur until it was soft and silky. He napped while I took my own shower and dressed. Brushing my tangled hair was an utter nightmare, but when I finished I almost recognized myself in the mirror.
I was too skinny.
Disgusted with my thin, bony frame I vowed I would gain back all the muscle I’d lost. It was in my best interest as it would add to my already ridiculous strength, but I was also vain enough to want my edges softened. Now the general was here I had a feeling things were about to change.
It was almost an hour later when I left the quarters with Tiberius at my side, feeling clean and refreshed for the first time in weeks. Or was it months? My mind was still fuzzy when it came to the passage of time. I tried not to think too much about it, but every so often I wondered how long I’d been with the Federation.
General Ryojin had someone bring a huge cart of food to the lounge. He sat on one of the couches and sipped on a small cup of something. My eyes fell on the ceramic jar and I guessed it was saké. The last time I had saké was with my grandfather when he’d taken me to Japan to visit with his wife’s family.
My heart stuttered as the painful memory was shoved back.
I wondered what I could do to get on this man’s good side. He seemed to be a traditionalist and I tried to remember everything I’d learned from my grandfather, our trip, and the classes I’d taken. I crossed the room and bowed low enough to match his rank and then sat across from him with my legs folded underneath me. As the guest I waited for him to pour the tea. I should have kept my eyes downcast as a sign of respect, but it was too much for me.
He smiled briefly and set out the food and tea before sitting back down. He watched as I ate and shared every few bites with the cub. He signaled one of the guards and whispered in his ear. The man scurried off and I watched him go as I stuffed my face with dumplings and rice.
It was awkward to have the general watch me eat, but I was too hungry to stop. The guard came back a few minutes later with a platter full of raw meat. His hands shook as he set it on the floor in front of Tiberius.
I grinned ferociously. The poor man stumbled back when the cub pounced. He was too afraid to notice Tiberius hadn’t moved until I signaled him to. I turned back to my own food after making sure Tiberius had sniffed the meat before eating it. We’d been working on poisons before I’d pissed off Donnelly too much to let us out of my cell.
“You are very clever.” The general’s soft voice startled me and I paused with my chopsticks in the air.
I took a bite as we stared at each other. When I swallowed, I set the chopsticks down and gave him my full attention. “What exactly do you mean?” I asked. I was pretty sure he was on to my games but I wanted confirmation. If he hadn’t caught on I wasn’t going to clue him in by accident.
He leaned back against the couch and took another sip from his steaming cup. “You have them all afraid of you, nervous, and unsure of what you’ll do next.”
I smiled and popped some more food in my mouth. It was my original strategy, but I had recently decided to let them all think I’d given up. They were more afraid of the cub. Most of the soldiers had never seen an animal before let alone a feral, wild one.
“I’ve been debriefed on your situation and Donnelly’s plans for you. Lyn has brought me up to speed in regards to your genetics and the possibilities you present to us. In light of all this I wanted to see what you had to say.” He watched me closely as I sipped at the tea.
This man didn’t miss a thing. He never stopped looking between me and the cub, figuring us out, trying to learn how much Tiberius knew, how loyal and faithful he was to me. He saw every command I gave him and the instant compliance even if he wasn’t sure what my hand signals meant. The general was figuring them out.
I’d been watching him as closely as he’d been watching me.
“What do you want to know?” I asked.
His interest in me wasn’t unusual. The Federation was greedy and I knew how badly it wanted my genetic secrets.
“How do you feel about Lt. Donnelly?” he asked.
It was curious how soft his words were, yet there was an edge to them. He wasn’t to be trifled with. There was steel behind his silk. I kept my face blank in case his question was a trick.
How could I possibly have positive feelings for that monster?
The general watched my eyes flicker just briefly and I cursed. He was too good. Donnelly and Lyn was one thing, but this man was a whole new animal. I had to be perfect or he would see right through me. I’d simply never had the practice.
“What if I removed him from the picture, would you work with me willingly?” he asked, setting down his saké.
I blinked in surprise. I hadn’t known it was even an option. “What do you mean by ‘work with you’?” I asked. It meant something different to Donnelly and I wanted to be sure I wasn’t making the same mistake twice. Donnelly was literal so it would be in my best interest to make the general spell it out.
“I want to train you,” he told me, leaning forward a little. His eyes lit up as he spoke. “Yes a cure would be nice, but it may not be possible. Lyn could manufacture a completely new serum based on the information she has on you, which should prevent any future soldiers from getting sick. It’s not the perfect solution, but it is most definitely an improvement.”
I blinked and tried to keep my face blank. He had gone in a completely different direction than I’d expected.
“I want to see what limitations you may have, if any.” General Ryojin popped a dumpling in his mouth as he watched me closely for any reaction.
Obviously the Federation wanted to use me if they could. “What use could I possibly be to you or the Federation?” I asked, my hand falling to rest on Tiberius. This was a new game and I wasn’t sure where the trap was. “Would I be some kind of soldier or something?”
His eyes squinted and the briefest smile passed his lips. “Something like that,” Ryojin replied. “You would not be officially enlisted with the Galactic Federation Military and you would be exclusively working with me. There are sensitive, one man missions you would be perfect for.”
I crossed my arms. “An assassin?” The idea terrified me. I didn’t have the stomach to kill someone in cold blood and not in self-defense.
Ryojin seemed to read my mind because he flashed me another cold smile. “I prefer the term spy. Very rarely are we forced to remove a person permanently from a situation.”
I entertained the idea for a minute. “What’s in it for me?” I didn’t know what else I’d do with my time but I certainly didn’t want to continue being a lab rat.
He flicked a finger and the guard at the door disappeared only to reappear a few moments later with Donnelly in cuffs. He tossed the lieutenant to the floor in a heap. My mouth dropped open in shock. Clearly I’d underestimated the general.
Tiberius looked up at me and I gave him a nod. He prowled around the lieutenant and watched him closely. He hated this man and this was the first time he had the upper hand. If Donnelly made one move toward me the cub would attack and it would not be pretty.
The general smiled wide for the first time since we’d met. He didn’t seem too happy with Donnelly either.
“I understand he killed your lover,” Ryojin said, his expression sobering. “You can choose his sentence as recompense for the crimes he’s committed against you.” He stood and walked around the table and stared down at the lieutenant. His hand came to rest on my shoulder and it was oddly reassuring.
Donnelly was a broken man. His glasses were gone and his face was swollen like he’d been crying, actually crying. His lip was split and blood dripped down his face. He lay in a crumpled heap at the general’s feet and didn’t even try to move.
The transformation shocked me. This man was not scary; he was hardly even worth my attention. The front he always put up was gone and I could see the fractures and stress his addled mind put on him.
“It can be difficult to move on when there has been an injustice. Vengeance can be yours if you agree to my terms.” Ryojin peered down at me as I processed his words. “Revenge for your lover is yours if you want it.”
I did want it. All the rage I’d felt since Wolfe’s death rose to the surface, roiling as it broke through the walls I’d put up. I needed some sort of closure and this would be the best I’d get. I would never have the chance to say good-bye, but I could do this one thing for him.
“I choose what happens to him?” I asked, still unsure. Yes, I was furious with him, with the way he’d treated me and my cub, but did I want to sentence him to death?
Ryojin splayed his hands wide. “Whatever you feel is appropriate for the crimes with no consequences to your choice.”
It could be a test, but did I care?
I wanted this man dead, not out of revenge though it would taste sweet. I wanted him dead because he was a threat to me, to Tiberius, to my brother, and to whomever I may care about in the future. He had seen Andvari, and he knew we were up to something on Asgard even if he never once asked me about it. I had to keep my promise to Ricky while also keeping Kris and his secrets safe.
If Donnelly were dead no one would think to go back to Asgard to see what we were up to.
I stood from my chair slowly. This would be the first time I’d consciously choose to end someone’s life. Not in self-defense, but for a harsh justice. The next words out of my mouth would change me forever. Even if I weren’t the one to end his life, I would be the cause of it. The rage inside me didn’t care about morals or honor. “He should die for what he did,” I said through gritted teeth.
Ryojin tilted his head at me in question. “How would you like it done? By your own hands, your pet’s, or would you like me to take care of it?”
I looked into the general’s eyes. His words were cold, matter of fact, but he wanted this for me. He really wanted to know, for me to choose what I wanted rather than choosing for me.
Tiberius growled at the lieutenant.
Donnelly’s death shouldn’t be the cub’s responsibility. It was mine, but could I kill him as he knelt before me? “I want you to take care of it,” I whispered, turning back to the food. I wasn’t hungry anymore. It needed to be done, I told myself. He was too dangerous, too unpredictable, and I hated him.
The gates were safe.
I’d kept my promise to Ricky.
A new wave of anger washed over me as I thought about the alien who I’d thought had been my closest friend. His attempts to keep me from the gate before I even knew what it was felt like a betrayal. He had known what the gate was and how it was my only chance to find my twin brother. He had still tried to convince me to walk away knowing all that.
I wanted to know why and I wanted a thousand answers to a thousand questions, but honestly I didn’t feel like trying to contact my old crewmates even if I did manage to find a way out of the Federation.
It felt like too much work and too much heartache.
At least with the Federation I knew what they wanted from me. I could try to stay one step ahead of them, learn their plans, and maybe find out enough to help Kris. The rebellion wasn’t something I felt I needed to be a part of, but there was nothing I wouldn’t do for my twin.
I heard the guard drag Donnelly away and the weight of it all pressed down on me, crushing.
“I can have Lyn arrested,” the general said. His words were soft and kind as he said the last thing I would have expected. “I understand she was forced to follow Donnelly’s orders, but if you cannot work with her I completely understand. I want you to be as comfortable as possible here.”
I glanced up at him. Would he seriously arrest his cousin? I shook my head. “No, we have our differences but I know her. I would rather someone I know poke and prod at me than someone completely new.”
He nodded in understanding.
My shoulders slumped as I thought about Donnelly. How would the general have it done? I hated the man but I still hoped it would be humane. I didn’t know if I could do this. Ryojin treated everyone’s life so casually, even his own cousin’s.
A warm hand rested on one shoulder and the other stroked my hair gently. Ryojin comforted me, and it was the first time I didn’t feel alone in a long time. “Don’t worry, Katerina,” he said his voice warm and reassuring. “I will train you and your cub. You will become the perfect weapon. You will never be weak again and no one can ever take something from you that you don’t want them to.”
Each word filled me with a foreign strength. I would become strong and I would never again be weak.
I believed every word he spoke. If I allowed him to make me into the weapon I could be…no one I loved ever had to die again. The ghost of Wolfe’s voice before Donnelly had blasted him out of space – resigned and sad – cracked my resolve and I cried. If I had pushed myself to my full potential, it was possible he never would have had to come after me.
My head fell into my hands and my shoulders shook against the general’s hands. I was so tired and so lost in myself. I never again wanted to put someone in danger for simply trying to protect me.
It was the first time I’d let myself cry for Wolfe, for the possibility of the love I could have had. I was so angry with myself for waiting so long to act on my feelings. Life was short and I should have learned that the first time around.
I knew firsthand how quickly everything could be snatched away. Why had I been so stupid?
Tiberius nuzzled against my leg, distressed. I bent down and wrapped my arms around him, burying my face in his neck.
“Katerina,” Ryojin said. “You should retire to your new quarters and rest. You have to be exhausted.”
I nodded. Maybe some sleep would help me regain control of my emotions. If it didn’t at least I could start recuperating. Weeks of exhaustion and torture hit me all at once and my legs gave out. The general caught me before I could hit the floor and lifted me up as if I weighed nothing at all. I let him carry me to the quarters Wolfe and I had shared on Enzo with my head resting against his chest.
I imagined this is what a real father was like.
“Rest and we will begin when you are ready,” he murmured.
Curiously the cub never once bristled as Ryojin set me down on the bed.
I rolled over and curled into a ball. The cub wrapped his body around mine.
The general paused at my door. I heard his quiet words and wondered if he knew I could hear him. “I will take care of you, Katerina,” he murmured. “You have no idea how special you are to me.”
His words confused me but I said nothing.
I vowed to learn everything I could from him. I would train and become the best I could possibly be. Then, and only then, would I be able to figure out what to do next.



Chapter Four
 
The general was true to his word. I never saw Donnelly again and I rested easier knowing Andvari and his people were safe. The gates were protected from the Federation, and my brother would be hidden for a little while longer.
Ryojin expected nothing from me the first week. He told me all he wanted was for me to regain my strength. Lyn was allowed to see me but only as my physician. No tests were permitted and the only injections I received were of the vitamins and nutrients I’d lacked for the last two months.
Two whole months.
It felt like only yesterday I was thrown in the brig aboard Donnelly’s ship, but it felt like an eternity at the same time.
The fog of grief seemed to lift ever so slightly as I put real effort in to living. I ate three huge meals a day, and worked out as much as my body would allow me as it healed and gained back strength. While I slowly increased the intensity of my workouts I also worked with Tiberius a few hours a day. The general simply let us be.
It seemed almost too good to be true.
The day finally came when Lyn deemed me perfectly healthy and fit. The second she sent off the report General Ryojin knocked on my door. It slid open at my command and he stood at the threshold without stepping in, as Wolfe had done when I first met him. It wasn’t the first time I wondered if he knew Wolfe, and if so, how close they’d been.
He gave me a nod with his hands clasped behind his back. “I hear you’re in top form,” he stated.
I smiled, nervous for what came next. The recovery time had helped settle some of the insanity in my mind and for that I was grateful. “I feel much better thank you, General.”
“Good,” he said. His voice was authoritative with zero doubt as to my compliance. “We will begin today.”
Tiberius rolled onto his back so he took up nearly the entire bed as he stretched out. I set down the plex the general had given me and wiped my sweaty hands on my pants. “Will you be working with me personally?” I asked. I had known this day would come, and soon. Still, I wasn’t sure I was ready for what he had in store. What did the general consider necessary for his perfect weapon?
He cocked his head to one side and studied me, noting my apprehension. “I will be training you one-on-one. There are a few skills you will see others for, but the majority of your lessons will be with me.”
How did he possibly have time for this?
Ryojin seemed to read my mind when he smiled reassuringly. “We have a few months before I need to report back to Earth.”
Quickly I grabbed my socks and boots and slipped them both on. “Am I dressed okay?” I asked, unsure of what he had planned. Sweats and a tank top were great for sparring, but terrible if he wanted to do work with temperature adaptations.
He nodded and stepped aside as I passed. We walked silently out of the officer’s lounge and down the hall towards a part of the base I recognized. He meant to take me to the gym. “I’ve studied all your files, the ones from Lyn as well as the video footage of the last time you were here,” he informed me.
I grimaced. Of course he had. He was nothing but thorough. “What do you plan on teaching me?” I asked. Would he punish me for destroying the base the last time I was here?
His eyes flashed as if I’d offended him. “You will learn everything I ask of you.”
An awkward silence followed. I had no idea what to say to that. Weren’t we on the same team? We still had an agreement, right?
He had not-so-subtly reminded me I wasn’t exactly on Enzo of my own volition. Maybe I’d made a mistake in agreeing to work with him, but how else was I going to gain enough freedom to find a way out of this mess?
We walked into the gym and the classes of children were there again. They set my nerves on edge. Each punch and kick they made had deadly precision. The pairs didn’t hold back at all as they beat the living shit out of each other. I watched one pair stop when a whistle blew and blood poured from their faces. One held out a hand for the other on the ground and smiled at his partner. Blood also coated his teeth. I shuddered as they both turned to watch me pass with the general at my side, curiosity and assessment in their eyes.
I felt like prey caught in a predator’s sights.
This feeling of being prey was why I needed this. I never wanted to feel like a victim again. I knew these kids could tear me to pieces if they felt like it. Physically I was stronger than they were due to the genetic enhancements, but their training and ferocity was unmatched. I’d only just begun learning when they’d been born for this.
The general led me to an empty mat and it felt like the entire gym watched us. Most had no idea who I was and why I was on the base. It was pretty clear I wasn’t a soldier. I wondered how many on Enzo even knew of the Heishi Project.
“Pay attention, Katerina,” Ryojin snapped. “I need you to work harder than you have ever worked before. There is a lot of ground to cover. With your aptitude it won’t take long, but you need to be committed.”
His demeaning tone struck a chord. “I am paying attention,” I retorted, losing control of the fire that fueled my anger. “Just because I’m not looking right at you doesn’t mean I’m ignoring you.”
He squinted and attacked. Ryojin’s strategy was almost identical to Wolfe’s and I’d learned to stay on my toes no matter what. I blocked and immediately returned the attack. Ryojin knocked my hand aside lazily.
“Good,” he said, his tone warm with approval. “Let’s see how much you know.” He moved too fast – inhumanly fast – as he flipped me around with his arm across my neck in a chokehold.
How did he move so quickly? Not even Wolfe had his speed. I barely saw him move. He stood there as if I was a small child trying to escape. It was no effort at all for him to hold me in place. I changed my strategy. He hadn’t stated any rules. I stomped on his foot with a grin.
I don’t think I hurt him, but he released me in surprise and I used it to my advantage. I turned and my arm snaked around the back of his neck. I jerked him forward with all my strength and brought my knee up. I felt his nose connect with my knee. A wet warmth soaked through my sweats. I didn’t stop there, knowing how much stronger and faster the general was. My right elbow came down while he was still doubled over and I drove it into his kidney. I heard a grunt and stepped aside to push him to the ground.
It didn’t happen. My feet were suddenly off the ground and I flipped over his shoulder, landing on my back with a heavy ‘smack.’ His foot went to my throat before I could move. Ryojin had me pinned. Slowly he increased the amount of weight on my neck until I gasped for breath, coughing and flailing desperately.
“Think, Katerina,” he told me calmly. “Don’t let the panic take over. Use your head and figure a way out of this.”
I couldn’t think when I could barely hear his words over the ringing in my ears.
My vision started to go black and suddenly his foot no longer crushed my throat. I gulped down air. “We have a lot of work to do,” he stated as he turned away, hands clasped behind his back once more.
I struggled to my knees and inspected him. Yes there was a small amount of blood dripping from his nose, but otherwise he looked fine. My attacks seemed to have no effect on him whatsoever. Was he some sort of terminator? I coughed and rubbed my neck to ease the ache. “How do I become like you?” I asked.
He glanced at me over his shoulder before turning back to survey his soldiers. “Let me worry about that,” he said. “If you do exactly as I say and follow my every order you will become even better than me.”
I didn’t think it would ever be possible. He wasn’t hurt at all other than a bit of blood. “You’re not some kind of robot, are you?” I asked.
He turned with a smile. “No, Katerina. I simply have very few weaknesses.”
That’s what I needed. I had more weaknesses than I could count and it was not something I could deal with anymore. My weakness had caused Wolfe’s death. It caused me to make stupid decisions. I wanted to be unstoppable.
Ryojin held out his hand and I took it cautiously in case it was some sort of trick, but he only helped me stand. He slipped a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped the drop of blood from his upper lip. The bleeding had already stopped. “Not only will you learn different fighting styles,” he informed me. “But you will learn how to operate every weapon the military possesses. You will learn to pilot every ship we have and become proficient in flight combat. Languages will be equally as important for you. I see from your files you already know a few which will be beneficial to our endeavors. We will teach you every language in the Federation as well as our enemies’. Espionage you will learn from me personally. You will be able to blend in wherever you go and essentially become invisible. Nothing and no one will be stronger or smarter than you. In return, you will take the missions I assign for you. Other than these missions your life will be your own. You will be paid of course, and given the highest clearance to allow you to properly complete your missions.”
I raised my eyebrows in surprise. He had a lot of lofty goals for me, but I had no objections. With those skills I could disappear, even from the Federation.
He had to know it was possible, yet he didn’t seem worried about it.
“What about Tiberius?” I asked. I stretched as I waited for an answer. Pulling a muscle would only set me back in my recovery.
“The animal is an interesting addition to your package,” Ryojin stated. “How did you acquire him?”
The question made me uncomfortable. “On one of our deliveries we ran across the wild animals and he was orphaned. So I took him with us.” Ryojin didn’t need the details and I was relieved when he didn’t ask for them.
He nodded. “He seems well trained. Do you believe he would be of use to you?”
I nodded, but I knew the truth. He would bring too much attention in certain circumstances. “He will be an asset at times,” I said carefully. “When I need to blend in I will keep him hidden. It won’t be difficult,” I promised. For some reason I cared what General Ryojin thought and I wanted his approval on this.
Ryojin paused in contemplation. “Only if you believe you can keep him from causing a mission to fail. Otherwise he would need to stay here.”
And be used against me as leverage? No way. I would never allow them to keep him on the base while I was elsewhere. I couldn’t protect him if he wasn’t with me. I nodded anyway to show I understood.
Ryojin waved his arm for us to begin again, and then waited for me to attack. It was a strong strategy since my advancement gave him the advantage. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to learn from blindly attacking him, but I did as he wanted.
The next few hours he tested me. The general attacked and defended using a thousand different styles and methods. I did everything I could to keep up with him. By the end of it all the sweat had soaked through my clothes and my hair was damp. I felt disgusting and exhausted. My back stuck to the mat as I rolled onto my stomach and tried to catch my breath.
Once again Ryojin offered me his hand to help me up. I took it as I barely had the energy to get to my feet. I’d lost count of how many times he’d knocked me down, or made contact with a single punch or kick that left me gasping in a ball on the floor. A cut on my eyebrow from his last attack dripped blood down my face. I wiped the blood out of my eyes, the cut already closing.
“Go wash up,” he said with one of his tiny smiles, so fleeting I wasn’t sure I’d actually seen it. “Then report to Lyn. She has some samples she wants to take from you as well as an injection to speed up the healing process. I will meet you there and once she is finished with you we will begin the study aspect of your training.”
Without another word he turned and left. Leaving me alone in the gym to walk through the masses of soldiers and try to find my way back. It made me nervous. I didn’t want to talk to any of them or have them talk to me. What would I even say? Would they be angry I had the general’s complete focus and attention?
My palms were sweaty and I strode as quickly as I could through the gym without running and went straight to the exit. I managed to make it out of the gym without incident and then ran the rest of the way to my quarters. Irritation set in at how anxious I was around the other soldiers. I had no idea how to act around them.
The shower calmed me and eased some of the tightness in my muscles. I dressed quickly and grabbed a protein bar on the way out. I turned a corner and ran smack into a female soldier I recognized from the first day on Donnelly’s ship. Naois looked me up and down with no obvious emotion on her face. I took a step back but didn’t look away from her warm, brown eyes. Her skin was a sun-kissed caramel I secretly envied.
“I see you managed to get a promotion,” she said.
“Something like that,” I replied, lifting a shoulder in a half shrug. She didn’t know the exact details and I wasn’t interested in telling her. “What can I do for you?” I asked, not sure why she hadn’t moved yet.
Naois frowned and walked around me, ignoring my question completely. It wasn’t personal, she simply followed orders. She may have fired the weapons against Wolfe, but it had been Donnelly who ordered her to do so. As I reached the checkpoint, I wondered what they had told her about me. The blue light at eye-level flashed as it scanned my retina. The message switched from the food in the mess hall to Ryojin’s schedule for me.
Lyn’s lab finally came into view. The soldiers watched me pass warily, wondering if I would lose my shit on them today or not. Keeping them on their toes had been the best part of my day until the general had let me loose on the base. “Gentlemen,” I said with a nod, walking through the door into Lyn’s pristine lab.
The soldiers here in this part of the base knew who I was. They didn’t appear to be under any illusion as to why I was suddenly on my own and no longer caged like an animal. How far did the Heishi Project go? Who was privy to top secret information and who wasn’t? I decided I needed to find out as much about this project as I could. Maybe Lyn would allow me access to the files if I told her it would help me be a better lab rat.
Everything was immaculate and back to the way it was before Donnelly had trashed it. Dr. Tallis even looked more at ease with the knowledge the lieutenant wouldn’t come in at any moment and ruin her hard work or ask for impossible things to give.
She waved at the gurney. “Lay down.” I followed her order without question.
Something felt different and my skin prickled.
Lyn pushed me over to a machine and moved the arm over my head. A light shone down on my face and blinded me. “I have gone over your files again,” she said. “And I reviewed my notes as well as all of your test results.” My stomach clenched as it occurred to me this might not be a routine trip to the lab. “Your test results have always puzzled me, but I finally spotted one of the reasons why and I simply want to confirm it.”
Ice ran through my veins and suddenly I felt faint. No, she couldn’t have found out, but…what if she had, what would happen to me then?
The machine whirred. She watched the display as it did – whatever it was supposed to do. “Aside from not being vaccinated for certain diseases – which was easily explained by an alternative lifestyle in the northern territories – I noticed a DNA marker of yours which indicated you are a carrier for sickle cell anemia. It’s rare for someone who has no apparent mixed bloodlines.” Lyn gave me a smug look. “But the genetic trait for the sickness was permanently removed from humans nearly four hundred years ago.”
My mouth was dry and I couldn’t look away from her. I didn’t have the strength to open my mouth and even try to deny it. I had known it was only a matter of time before she would think to test me for this. The machine beeped and it sounded like a death sentence.
“Radiocarbon dating puts you at about the year 2000 based on the scan of your neurons.”
“1997,” I whispered. My eyes were locked on the ceiling and I didn’t dare look at Lyn. My deepest, darkest secret finally revealed. A chasm seemed to open up beneath me, ready to swallow me whole. “I was born in April 1997.” It was useless to try and deny anything at this point.
“It explains so much,” she said with glee. “Now I can finally reverse engineer what was originally done to your DNA and make a better serum accounting for the lack of previous genetic scrubbing and the amount of radiation during that time period. Humans from your era had so much radiation in their bodies.”
She turned to her plex and tapped away at the glass with an actual smile on her face.
The weight on my chest threatened to crush me. “What will happen to me?” I managed to ask.
Lyn glanced up and managed to raise an eyebrow at me before turning back to her notes. “Nothing, we will continue as planned. Really Katerina, it would have been much better if you’d simply told us.”
The air was knocked from my lungs. “Why would I have done that?” I asked, incredulous. “It never ends well in the movies.” Despite the fear still holding on tight I felt like I could breathe easier. I no longer had to pretend.
Lyn snorted as Ryojin walked into the lab. “My suspicion has been confirmed,” she reported, showing him the data on her plex. All Ryojin did was nod.
“Make sure to find out why she managed to survive when so many others deteriorated. Humans surviving extended cryostasis before the year 2400 is nearly unheard of. The tech was simply awful,” he told her. The general tapped one of her notes. “Make sure to scrub her genes of all remaining defects as well. I don’t want her to be a potential carrier for any disease.”
“Yes, General,” Lyn said absently. She was so absorbed in her notes she didn’t even look up. Lyn shoved his finger off her plex and turned to her equipment. “You may take her.” It was a dismissal.
By the look on Ryojin’s face, his cousin might be the only person in the universe who dared ignore him and his rank. “Did you give her the injections?”
“She’s fine for now, Jason. I’ll do them tomorrow. Take her and leave me alone,” Lyn snapped. “I have work to do.”
I sat up on the gurney so fast I nearly slammed my head into the machine. My eyes flicked between Ryojin and Lyn as I waited for a violent explosion. The general surprised me with his calm demeanor even if his scowl terrified me. “Of course, cousin. Have the new dose ready by the end of the day or you’ll regret your attitude.” He gripped my arm and dragged me along with him. His fingers bruised. It was the only sign he was furious at her.
We rounded the corner. Only when I jogged to keep up with him did he slow down. I assumed Lyn would only get away with her insubordinate attitude as long as she delivered on time. He let me go and I stumbled in surprise.
Ryojin ran a hand through his long hair and shot me a look. “You have to be honest with me, Katerina. How else am I going to help you improve?”
I crossed my arms. No way was I going to apologize for playing it safe. “And I was supposed to announce to the world I was a time-traveling refugee? No, I could have been killed, experimented on, or worse.”
“You did not time travel.” Irritation colored his voice.
I rolled my eyes. “Whatever, I moved through time.”
We glared at each other. “You slept for five hundred years.” He paused. “Did you dream?” he asked, tilting his head to the side as he studied me with that calculating smile of his.
“If I did I don’t remember. It felt like going to sleep and waking up hungover the next day.”
“Interesting.” Ryojin started walking again and I followed him down the hall. He stopped in front of a random door and waved his hand in front of the door panel. The general gestured for me to go inside. “There have been studies and speculations of course, but it is difficult to actually know what goes on during suspended animation. The brain essentially shuts down and goes into hibernation.”
The room was small with nothing to make it warm or comfortable. One metal table sat in the center with two metal chairs. It looked like an interrogation room and I froze. “I thought we had a lesson?” Had he lied to me? Was I stupid to believe they seriously didn’t care about my history?
“This is not the finished room it will be by tomorrow,” Ryojin reassured me. “I have put in an order to make it more comfortable with the newest tech so our lessons may be as efficient as possible. I simply wanted to show you where it was. Today we will be going over a little history in the officer’s lounge.”
His hands were clasped behind his back and he led me out of the room and down the hall at a more leisurely pace. Ryojin was in no rush and didn’t seem angry I was some messed up science experiment from five hundred years ago. It left me breathless. All this time and no one even cared.
Where would I be if I’d told the cops the truth about where I’d come from? My muscles tensed as I remembered the feeling of Marco’s lead pipe breaking my ribs. I doubted revealing the truth would have made much of a difference then.
We made our way to the officer’s lounge and I flopped on the couch as soon as I could. Tiberius stalked out of my room and into the lounge. His presence was nothing more than a shadow. Ryojin didn’t even see him until the cub brushed against my legs. Absently I stroked his fur as I tried to grasp the new parameters of my world.
“I know the lack of such a secret must be disorienting.” Ryojin didn’t sit down, but made his way behind the bar and started messing around. The clink of glasses and the sound of coffee being poured was music to my ears although I felt the need for something a bit stronger at the moment. He carried a tray with a carafe of coffee, two cups, and a few snacks to the table in front of the couch. “Drink and I will tell you a little of what you missed over the years. I want you to understand why the Heishi Project is so important to humanity.”
Ryojin placed a cup of coffee exactly how I liked it in my hands. He must have watched me over the last week without me realizing how closely. My eyes wouldn’t focus despite trying. I was still dazed at the fact the Federation knew exactly how old I was and…nothing had changed.
“Listen, Katerina, it is important you know this.” Ryojin sipped his coffee and then set it down to turn his full attention to me.
I angled my body towards him and leaned back so I was a bit more comfortable. My shoes fell to the ground as I slipped them off and then crossed my legs on the couch. Tiberius jumped up into my lap and somehow I managed not to spill the steaming coffee all over us. “I’m ready,” I told the general as the cub and I settled in, focused and ready to listen.
He nodded, satisfied. “Humanity did not use space travel extensively until about two hundred years ago,” he stated. “Our race was more concerned with repairing the damage done to Earth before sending out ships to colonize. Any journey to another planet would be a one way trip until our tech was advanced enough for faster-than-light travel. We set up compounds and colonies on the moon and Mars by 2200. Jupiter’s moons were terra-formed and made inhabitable by 2300. Pluto was the last compound humanity set up before using the dwarf planet as a launching pad. As you know there were thousands of earth-like planets discovered over time and our first colonization mission was launched in 2352.”
Fascinated by his words I forgot about my coffee and the food as my fingers tightened on Tiberius. I had only skimmed through history, but the way Ryojin told it I was on the edge of my seat, desperate to know what happened next.
“With the advances in our travels it only took three months to reach the nearest earth-like planet in the nearest galaxy, Andromeda I believe it was called during your time.” He took a sip of his coffee as he thought about his next words. “The Seifu Galaxy was rich in planets which could support human life. There was water, minerals, and new types of food. When the first party landed they spent six months building a new city with its science centers and then began the process of making the citizens self-sufficient. The next batch of colonists wouldn’t arrive for another year.” His face turned grim and I tensed as I guessed what happened next.
“The aliens waited until the next set of colonists arrived and then murdered everyone. Six thousand men, women, and children wiped out in a day.” Ryojin rubbed his jaw and turned to me. “When the Federation learned of the decimation they fought back, but humans were no match for these aliens – our first official contact. We had no idea there were aliens in the Seifu Galaxy. The planet was empty of sentient life and there was no claim on it, yet they still killed everyone on that planet.”
Ryojin went on to explain how the species they encountered claimed the empty planet was theirs and the humans didn’t belong. The next wave of humans weren’t colonists but soldiers to get revenge for all the innocent settlers the aliens murdered. The next twenty years were known as the Colony Wars as humanity fought for the new land. The next wave of soldiers was cut down as easily as the civilians and that was when the scientists stepped in. They built new weapons by reverse engineering some of the ones they’d scavenged from the enemy and mechas were introduced.
The humans found the alien’s home planet and sent weapons of mass destruction to even out the numbers, but they knew almost nothing about the aliens. Every prisoner killed themselves with their deadly claws before they could be questioned. Ryojin explained how the human soldiers had been required to cut off the alien’s hands to prevent them from suicide. Due to their strength they couldn’t be tied down and only cages of titanium were close to strong enough to hold them captive.
Even after building new weapons, the aliens were stronger, faster, and much deadlier. Humans were delicate and weak in comparison even with their exo-suit mechas. The lumbering human-piloted machines were too slow and easily torn apart by the larger aliens. Thus the Heishi Project was born.
“The first set of genetically enhanced soldiers managed to fight off an attack all on their own. Finally we were able to defend ourselves. Do you know how many soldiers held back the attack at the Battle of Heishi?” Ryojin asked me.
I shook my head, completely entranced with the story.
“Ten soldiers,” he said. I almost didn’t believe him. “Ten brave men and women destroyed all their ships, pushed them back, and captured three of the aliens for interrogation. Suddenly the tide of war turned and we were nearly equal. Without those experiments our entire race would have been wiped out. They would have sought us out and removed every trace of humanity from the universe all the way back to Earth. We couldn’t allow that.” He shook his head.
Ryojin crossed his legs; ankle rested on his knee and took another sip of coffee. It reminded me my own cup grew cold and I slurped as I stared at him, unable to tear my eyes away in case I missed something important.
“With those ten we were able to send an entire army with mechas to their planet. They surrendered after we took their capitol. We won the planet and the right to our existence.” He slowly sipped his coffee. “As you know there are many alien races, so the scientists kept working. They improved the weapons and soldiers, creating more enhanced humans. Our forces grew strong. We’re still trying to reverse engineer the serum they used two hundred years ago. Per the history books the soldiers had no defects, but they also didn’t have the same skills ours have now. As the years passed we expanded our resources, and more alien races joined our coalition in the Seifu Galaxy. As our numbers grew we made more agreements with other worlds and galaxies to increase trade.”
This sounded an awful lot like the British Empire and their conquests. I would have to look at the actual articles written on the history of the Federation, but I wasn’t stupid. History was written by the victors. I did not doubt for one second humanity was attacked and nearly wiped out. Was the planet actually unclaimed though? Or were humans simply ignorant and did not realize they weren’t privy to paperwork the rest of the galaxy was?
Ryojin continued. “As you’re probably aware, each person’s natural skills are enhanced with the serum which is why we are so selective with our choices. We do extensive testing before accepting a new candidate into the Heishi Project. Despite all the testing and the precautions, some human brains overload and some do not. It is not something we’ve been able to prevent even if a brain presents as perfectly healthy. It has something to do with the spirit of the person as well as their biology.”
“The benefits outweigh the risk?” I asked. They wouldn’t keep the project going unless there were breakthroughs.
“Yes,” Ryojin agreed. “We’ve managed to reduce the defects to only five percent from twenty percent over the last hundred years. It is important humanity’s evolution is continued. Once we’ve perfected the serum we will offer it to the civilians as well as every single soldier in the Federation Military. It is vital we do this. As you know, so many alien races are more advanced, they are stronger, and they are bigger. We cannot fight them with how delicate and weak we were two hundred years ago. This is why we need you, Katerina. You were enhanced before our first successes, before it was a necessity. Perhaps with you we will be able to save our race.”
I sat back after I realised I’d been leaning forward, hanging on every word the general spoke. I wasn’t sure I agreed with Ryojin. Humanity had been a plague during my time, destroying and consuming our planet. Now it seemed humans cared for the planets entrusted to them. They did not destroy the very thing that kept them alive. Clean energy was the norm and there were so many different types. Nuclear weapons were mistakes of the past. Why destroy a perfectly good planet when you only needed to remove the previous inhabitants?
But what about the aliens, what was their side of the story? “What happened to the first alien race we encountered?” I asked.
Ryojin shrugged. “After the Colony Wars they died out. There are none left.”
Suddenly I felt sick. This sounded like genocide. “How did they die out?” I asked. How long had they been there before we arrived?
“The Eyalan race died out after their females became infertile. They were unable to reliably reproduce with humans. There were a few hybrids, but the last of them passed away fifty years ago.”
Their females became infertile? I didn’t want to ask how or why.
“Katerina, humanity is just trying to survive, to keep Earth and our race safe. Some of these aliens could kill us with literally a thought.”
Ricky. Ryojin must be talking about the Olkchen.
“I have to keep my people safe,” Ryojin said, brushing his hand against mine in a silent plea for understanding. “I need to protect my people from the constant threat of war. Even now the Guerre’s threaten us and they stand at seven feet tall, strong enough to lift three tons, and smart enough to hit us at our weakest. They’ve attacked our scientists and our embassy. This is a warrior race, aggressive and violent. They thrive on war with every species.”
I’d never heard of the Guerre. I had no idea where they lived or what they believed in, but they were just people. Weren’t they?
Ryojin squeezed my hand. “I will take you to them. To see what I am talking about. The next time I’m called to the war council you will come with me. In the meantime we have a lot to go over.”
The general seemed genuine. He seemed to care about his people and he wanted my help. Ryojin didn’t care I was ancient and completely useless at the moment. He saw my potential and wanted to help me anyways. “I’m ready to work,” I told him.
He smiled. “Good,” he said. “Let’s begin.”



Chapter Five
 
With General Ryojin as my personal instructor the days flew by and I was too busy to think about Wolfe and feel guilty, sad, or angry. I was too focused to think about the possibility Ricky might be working his way towards me with Celeste’s help.
I knew Celeste would have finished our mission for the Norse king no matter what. Andvari wanted Brisingamen in the possession of his people as quickly as possible so Reidgotaland would have been their first stop. It would have been the perfect place to regroup and plan. At least that’s what I would have done.
There was also a small chance Ricky would let me figure out my current situation on my own. The little orange alien had a lot more to hide than I originally assumed. Ricky knew exactly where I was with the knowledge I possessed. It might seem safer in his mind to keep me on Enzo than for me to roam about the galaxy. He was too smart. There had to be some way for him to keep tabs on me and ensure the secrecy of the gates. If I ever saw Ricky again…he had a lot of explaining to do.
Each night I collapsed into bed exhausted and too sore to move. I’d fall asleep almost instantly, curled around Tiberius. Soon the cub would be as big as me…he grew so quickly.
Every day I was woken up by the general at what I assumed would be dawn somewhere. My clock read 0500 each morning and I groaned as I rolled out of bed. I’d made the mistake the first time of sleeping an extra fifteen minutes and Ryojin had come in and poured freezing cold water over me. I was then forced to wear those clothes until they dried as punishment. He only had to do it the one time.
He forced me to eat a hefty breakfast packed with protein, and then worked with me on the physical training he wanted me to learn. Tiberius always accompanied us to the gym as well as to the lab afterward so I could receive a healing injection from Lyn. It sped up my repairs of any damage I’d received, and there was always something.
A broken hand during jiu-jitsu, a sprained wrist while boxing, multiple bruises and fractured ribs after a week of obstacle courses the general designed especially for my set of skills. Not only did he require the mastery of each new skill, but he insisted on the blurring speed he himself had.
I bled more than I thought possible when he introduced knife fighting. Followed by the double swords which were identical in style and size to the ones I’d purchased on Speed. Then he taught me archery of all things. I thought it was stupid and unnecessary when we had pistols and rifles with the most advanced technology. He insisted it wasn’t for the skill, but for the discipline. Not only for the discipline, it was a skill a warrior in Japan learned and he had learned it so therefore I would as well in recognition to our people and where we came from.
Every time we moved on to something different I questioned him. How could I possibly have mastered the entire discipline of jiu-jitsu or the Bo staff in a week? Ryojin insisted I would remember everything when I needed to; a benefit to the serum Lyn had given me to enhance my genetic improvements all those months ago.
After a little over a month he finally started me on the various different guns and weapons he expected me to master. When he handed me a sniper rifle I remembered my initial nervous hesitation to his agreement. It was an unwanted reminder of the reason he trained me.
Around midday we would have lunch together, only the two of us. Occasionally we ate in amiable silence and sometimes we talked about whatever was on his mind. I grew comfortable enough to ask him about his family and the place and purpose of nobility in the Federation.
After lunch each day he gave me a few hours of free time to work with Tiberius. The cub and I worked hard on our relationship and our training. He was more like a person to me than most people I knew. It was like the cub knew my thoughts before I did. We ran the obstacle courses together and added in challenges each time. Sometimes it would be for stealth and sometimes it would be for combat with weapons and gear. I’d had another vest made for the cub and as he grew bigger we added a pack to his back as well. He learned over four hundred words in Russian as well as the hand signals for at least two hundred of them.
The general made sure the cub was well fed, and happy. It was for the safety of his soldiers as well as for my sake. Regardless I was grateful. He treated Tiberius as an extension of me and I appreciated it more than I would ever admit.
Late afternoons were filled with studying. It was more intense than any college class I had ever taken. He had me study for four hours, rotating the subjects every hour. First it would be a new language, then strategy followed by history, and then social studies on a new species every day. On occasion he would cycle back to a subject we’d already covered to see how much I retained, testing me. He added more to the subject each time he was satisfied with my improvements.
Ryojin never failed to praise me when he was happy with my work and punishment rarely happened.
I could count the number of times he’d been disappointed on one hand and it pleased me. I knew exactly where I stood with him and how valuable I was. “You’re special, Katerina,” he would say with a warm hand on my shoulder. “I knew you would meet my expectations.”
It filled me with pride in a way I hadn’t felt since Grandfather had given me his warm smile when I’d flawlessly meshed with his Japanese wife’s family. The customs were difficult to remember let alone the language.
The times Ryojin punished me for my lack of discipline I’d learned quickly, never wanting to repeat the experience. Once I spent forty-eight hours in solitary without Tiberius. I worried over the cub the entire time, trying not to think of how hungry or thirsty I was. I hadn’t known how long he’d keep me in there, but the weight of his disappointment was worse than the hunger.
When he’d bested me on our third week of jiu-jitsu he didn’t yell and he didn’t strike out at me, but he forced me to a five hour fight with an entire class of twelve year olds one at a time. They’d ravaged me by the end, their hatred and jealousy clear in every strike. They hated I was the general’s favorite and did not hold back. I on the other hand could barely use full force and stuck to defense rather than offense. I was terrified to hurt them. I shouldn’t have been so concerned. The practice had only instilled my original idea they were more monster than actual child.
After that experience I worked even harder to learn everything he threw at me and pushed myself to my limits every day. I avoided the child soldiers like the plague and the rest of the base avoided me. I couldn’t put my finger on exactly why, but I made them all cagey. Tiberius didn’t help, but once they all realized the lougar would only do as I said they feared me more than him. He was nearly invisible to them after a few weeks.
I wished I could say the same.
Stares followed me everywhere I went. I heard the whispers. “Who is Ryojin’s new pupil? Where did she come from? What is she doing here? Is she part of the Heishi Project?” Dinner I ate in the mess hall with everyone else on occasion. I wanted to know what they all thought of me, what they knew about me and the experiments.
Each day I practiced on fine-tuning my hearing and singled out voices in the crowd. I pushed my radius of hearing out further and further until I could hear the general make his way across the base to the mess hall to join me. The click of his custom boots against the concrete floor was distinct amongst the standard issue boots of the soldiers.
When Ryojin joined me we talked about the different subjects I studied and he would quiz me on certain situations he had to deal with, asking my opinion and what I would do if I had to make the choice. It always left me unsure because he never said whether I made the right choice or not. He never told me if he decided to use one of my suggestions. I wondered though, how many lives did I put in danger; how many people did I sacrifice to the Federation with my small comments?
Ryojin always watched me when I answered and I could tell he knew I wanted to ask for more details, but I never did. It would only weigh on me with all the other guilt I carried around. The ghost of Wolfe never really left me, not when I saw him in the general every time he redirected my body to show me the proper way to execute a move.
I could feel Wolfe in the way Ryojin’s hand touched my waist or the general’s smile when I did a move perfectly. Though Ryojin’s touch didn’t have the spark Wolfe’s had. It was comfortable and easy like it was with Kris. We could relax in the lounge at the end of the day with a drink and say nothing without it ever getting awkward.
The familiarity between us grew and I wasn’t sure what to think about it. Each day I hated Enzo less. I even felt camaraderie with Ryojin and on occasion Lyn when he asked her to join us. I loved listening to the two of them talk about home and their families, fascinated by every word. Each tidbit of information I filed away.
It was hard to believe it, but I almost felt happy.
***
“Katerina,” Ryojin snapped. “Get dressed. I’m taking you to the war council.” He threw something at me and then disappeared.
I groaned and rolled over until I was pressed up against Tiberius. The giant cat growled as I disturbed his sleep. I pushed on him with my feet to kick him off the bed, but all it accomplished was me with my ass on the floor. Muttering curses and death threats I got to my feet and snatched the bundle of clothes off the floor. Ryojin had expensive taste and he hated my wardrobe. He’d mentioned it a few times.
The black pants were like satin and fit perfectly, tight in all the right places while still holding on to a professional feel. The grey top was gauzy, long-sleeved and wrapped around my waist. The folds fluttered and the shirt draped nicely. The collar was long enough to fall beautifully down the front. I sighed as I wondered what exactly this was supposed to accomplish.
Did I need to pack a bag? Where exactly did Ryojin plan on taking me?
I stepped into my boots and grabbed my leather jacket. Tiberius jumped to the floor and stretched lazily. A huge yawn showed off his dangerously sharp teeth. No one on the base knew they still held poison.
When I stepped out into the lounge Ryojin leaned up against the back of one of the couches and frowned at me. “Those are the only shoes you have?” he asked with disapproval.
I looked down and shoved thoughts of the Wolfegang aside. Everything I owned was still on the ship. “Yes.” They were the boots I’d worn on Asgard, and the boots I’d worn since I’d first arrived on Enzo. “They’re not that bad.” I had replaced the laced and they were scuffed a bit, but the material held up well.
The general eyed my jacket like he wanted to say something about it too. “When exactly was I supposed to earn the money and then use it to buy fancy stuff?” I finally snapped. It was earlier than normal and I hadn’t had caffeine.
He said nothing. A jerk of his head telling me to follow him was it. Tiberius came with me and the general didn’t protest. My role in the war council was still unclear. How was Ryojin going to explain my presence, and then Tiberius?
It wasn’t my problem.
Soldiers saluted the general as we entered the hangar. It was quiet at 0500 and the only people up were the ones on the nightshift. A man had his hands full of bags as he rushed ahead of us. I watched him go up a gangway into a mid-size ship. It was sleek and beautiful. It had the Federation symbol on the side as well as the dragon crest of Ryojin’s family. Everyone we passed in space would know it was the general and would pay him the proper respect. I assumed it also gave him carte blanche to go anywhere he liked.
Ryojin casually walked up after the man and never once looked back to see if I followed. His confidence in my compliance dumbfounded me after everything I’d done to fight Donnelly. What made this man so different from the lieutenant? I only knew I was curious to find out.
Tiberius sniffed the air before stepping onto the ship and I followed his lead. The lougar cub would find any danger. When he huffed I knew it was safe. I walked into the passenger cabin and settled into a chair across from the general. A table of actual mahogany was bolted into the floor between us.
Ryojin’s ship was sickeningly luxurious. The interior was soft and supple. Every comfort imagined was available. The man with the bags appeared from behind a door in the stern of the ship. An opulent bedroom was slightly visible behind him.
“Sir, the coffee is freshly brewed per your instructions and breakfast is being brought up now.” The soldier bowed and left the ship as another came with a tray full of food and set it on the table. Ryojin looked bored.
“Thank you,” I muttered. His silence made me uncomfortable. The least he could do was appreciate the work these men did.
Ryojin nodded as he caught me glaring at him. “Yes, thank you.”
Then they were gone and the ship powered up. “Would you like me to thank our pilot as well?” Ryojin asked archly.
I cleared my throat. “Maybe when we get there.” His wealth was ridiculous and the way he lived…I couldn’t get over it. “Being polite is part of your culture. Don’t be a hypocrite.”
A soldier came in with a tray and I realized we were already in space. I hadn’t even felt the takeoff. Ryojin’s ship must have been outrageously expensive. He set the food down in front of us and I saw fresh fruit. I shook my head, but took a helping of each kind, even the ones I didn’t recognize. It wasn’t often I had fresh fruit.
He said nothing as he poured me coffee, noticing I didn’t touch my food. “Eat something.”
I almost wanted to tell him I wasn’t hungry, but when he set the coffee in front of me my stomach rumbled. It took a lot of calories to keep my body running.
He caught the face I made. “I let you bring your pet, now eat and I will brief you on the topics that will be brought up during the war council.”
I ground my teeth. The coffee was hot and I sipped at it hoping it would settle my temper. It was still so early and I was cranky.
“We know almost nothing about the Guerre and their lifestyle other than they are a warrior species, violent and aggressive. They’ve attacked multiple Federation outposts and colonies along the border of their space. A fleet of their warships has been seen heading towards a civilian colony and we can’t let them murder innocent women and children. As such we will try diplomacy first. The War Council will meet and then they will bring in the Guerre leader to negotiate a truce.” Ryojin pulled out his plex and tapped through his files until he pulled up a pic. He flicked his finger and the image became three dimensional, a hologram above his plex in full color.
The warrior glared out at me and crossed his arms; some type of vidpic. I shuddered as those liquid-gold eyes seemed to lock on to mine and hunt down every weakness I had. He seemed tall, but more muscular than anything. Broad shoulders, broad chest, arms like cannons, and his hands were huge. His left arm was covered in some kind of tattoo and I wondered what it meant.
Scar tissue covered his skin like lace. His hair was long but braided back and dark as the night sky. A tattoo under his left eye went down his cheek and then I noticed it connected down his neck and shoulder to the piece on his arm. It definitely meant something and I couldn’t help but think how beautiful the markings were. They even went up his neck to his ear…which was pointed.
“That is a Guerre?” I asked. My gaze was fixated on his ears. He looked like an elf. Everything about this man told me to be afraid, but I only felt compelled to know more, entranced by the mystery.
“This is the Guerre leader we will meet during the war council.” Ryojin put the plex down and the image dissolved into nothing. How are you doing with the language?” he asked.
Guerren was the language we focused on last week and I had no idea I’d need it so soon. “Good, I think.” Nerves had me setting the coffee cup down. I needed food to settle my stomach as the acid seemed to churn. We would find out how much I could recall sooner than I expected.
As I practically stuffed my face, Ryojin delicately popped a grape in his mouth and then frowned as he chewed with his eyes on his plex. “What do you know about the Jaguarundi?” he asked out of nowhere. The general flicked a finger and a different report came up.
I shrugged and scanned what I could of the report. “Only what you’ve taught me. My brother hasn’t told me anything about them except that he’s a part of it all.”
Ryojin tapped the table in annoyance. “The Jaguarundi are becoming a nuisance I cannot ignore.” His voice was heavy with annoyance. “I am curious as to how they manage to escape every Federation ship.”
He tapped his finger on the table in thought and I kept my eyes on my food.
“The Jaguarundi has managed to outlive any previous rebellion. They are so incredibly destructive.” Ryojin nearly growled in frustration. His eyes met mine. “The rebels managed to starve out an entire colony last week.”
My jaw dropped despite the food in my mouth and my hand paused midair. Tiberius snatched the food from my fingers. I meant to feed it to the cub anyhow, but it was still rude. I tapped my finger on his nose with a glare.
I simply couldn’t – no I wouldn’t – believe my brother would starve out innocents. “How?” I finally managed to ask.
Ryojin waved his hand. “Strong strategy. Their ships took out Federation forces and intercepted supplies to the new colony. They demanded the humans leave the small planet and held food hostage until the governor signed a form agreeing to leave. They were gone before troops could arrive. It’s more than a hyperdrive,” he speculated. “It has to be. The technology they have is a mystery to us. It leaves no traces for us to track.”
He frowned again and tapped his finger harder until I worried he might actually crack the mahogany.
I swallowed hard. “Did anyone die?” the answer frightened me. Did I even know my twin anymore?
“Ten rebels, thirty soldiers, and one civilian.”
I took a long drink of my coffee. This was too much. It wasn’t even six o’ clock yet. The stars glittered and I watched them pass through a porthole. The numbers could definitely have been worse. Ryojin never specified how they all died, but it didn’t take a lot to figure it out. One civilian seemed odd though.
What would the general say if he knew the rebels used some sort of portal; a type of gateway? Folding space to create a jump no one could keep up with. A hyperdrive couldn’t catch them with the technology to jump through millions of light-years of space with one step.
“Finish eating, Katerina. We will be there shortly.” Ryojin popped another grape in his mouth and stared out at the stars.
***
The
War Council was a literal place, not only a group of people. It was the biggest ship I’d ever seen in my life. It nearly dwarfed a nearby planet. Dreadnought class, Ryojin informed me. The ship was named The War Council just to drive the point home I supposed. It was the Admiral General’s ship and a hub for war meetings, treaties, and plans to conquer.
The Federation outright denied their desire to conquer the known universe, but I wasn’t so naïve. If the galaxies were connected under one banner it would allow for many opportunities. Yet the military only allowed humans. Certain planets were allowed standing armies as long as they fought when the Federation called. It was like in the medieval days when lords had their own soldiers and when the king called they came.
The Federation had a long way to go before reaching the near utopia of Star Trek in my opinion.
Ryojin made me change my shoes before we left his ship. As we docked he handed me a new pair of boots practically identical to his. The leather was not made from anything on Earth. It was inky black, soft as velvet, and the most comfortable pair of shoes I’d ever worn. They came up to my knees and had a gorgeous pattern that was nearly invisible until I inspected them a few inches from my eyes. The straps clicked into place smoothly and quietly. I wriggled my toes and tried not to show my appreciation for their quality.
He didn’t need me to feed his already bloated, rich-boy ego.
“Keep your cat on a tight leash,” Ryojin hissed as the sound of the ramp extending from the ship could be heard. He glanced at Tiberius. “Figuratively speaking. Stay by my side at all times and don’t speak unless directly addressed. Do you understand?” The door to his ship was opened from the outside. The general didn’t look at me but directly ahead when he spoke, as if I didn’t exist.
“I understand, sir.” The military culture was familiar, warm and comforting to me. Despite my life of breaking rules, I knew where I stood in this world. I knew how things worked and what was expected. My grandfather and Ryojin were thorough teachers. I signaled Tiberius and he became alert and pressed into my legs as we waited.
Finally we had the all clear and the soldier let us pass. I followed closely behind Ryojin as we walked down the gangplank and into one of the hangars of the dreadnought. I let my eyes and ears absorb all the information they could. Thousands of people ran around the hangar doing dozens of jobs. Ships landed and took off. Air locks whooshed as they kept the precious oxygen safe from the vacuum of space.
A row of highly ranked military men stood in a neat line as they waited for us to approach. The admiral general, and commander of the war council, stood in the center. He strode forward when Ryojin was only a few steps away and held out his arm in greeting. They clasped forearms and the admiral general gave him a tight smile as his eyes flicked to me and then down.
Tiberius didn’t twitch as he stayed close. The second we stopped moving he sat. The only sign he was more than a lap dog was his constantly quivering nose. He missed nothing.
“You’re new pupil?” he asked Ryojin.
“Admiral General Ito this is Katerina. She is my protégé and a shining example of the Heishi Project.”
That was my cue. I bowed low, but stayed silent.
Ito looked me up and down and then completely dismissed me. “General Ryojin the Guerre leader will be here by 1100. Please get settled and then join us in the War Room.” The Admiral General waved at someone standing in the neat line. “My personal aide, Mars, will get you settled.”
Ryojin bowed slightly and then told Mars to show his soldiers where to put our bags. “Come with me, Katerina.”
It was interesting he hadn’t told them I wasn’t a soldier. I glanced down at my clothes, but it might be obvious to them anyways. There was no contract binding me to the Federation as there had been for Wolfe. There was a pang in my chest, but I ignored it. Ryojin must have something else in mind to keep me in check.
The dreadnought was huge and spacious. It could easily be a city with the way it was laid out and built. It was bare and functional as per the military norm, but it was also somewhat comfortable; more welcoming than the Enzo base. People lived on the War Council their entire lives. It would never dock or land due to its size. Essentially the ship was a moving planet.
Ryojin quietly led me throughout the ship towards the meeting room. He let me look, listen, and learn. Occasionally he quizzed me in Guerren without warning. The rule when it came to languages was if he spoke it then it was the only accepted language until he switched. Sometimes I didn’t even notice the switch and automatically responded in the correct language and other times I could barely string two comprehensible words together.
It was an exhausting exercise, even more so than my physical training.
“The planet we are near is Guerren. I will take you to the surface tomorrow,” Ryojin muttered as we passed a few guards.
I peeked into the room and saw absolutely nothing of interest. What exactly was on the ship for it to be so damn large?
“Did you hear me, Katerina?” he snapped in irritation.
I was not the only one on edge today. What was his problem? “Yes, General,” I replied in Guerren. The language felt strange on my tongue; deep and guttural. He would take me to an alien planet and the fierce warriors did not worry me at all. Not at all.
I was a terrible liar.
It felt like we walked miles before we finally reached a section of the ship I assumed was near the engines with the way the walls thrummed. Every person who walked by was decorated in medals and insignia. We were close.
The meeting room was enormous. As we stepped in through the double automatic doors I searched the room top to bottom. My eyes caught on the minimal light and the way it made the room seem dark and mysterious. Holovids lined the walls and a circular table sat in the center of the room with twenty seats around it. The admiral general was the only one not in the room yet.
I catalogued each person who sat at the table, their names on their chests, their rank, and position within the military. Everyone from the Admiral’s Weapon Master to the Master of Engineering was there.
Ryojin sat at an empty chair as if it was assigned to him and indicated I should sit next to him despite my lack of rank. The general eyed me, silently reminding me my only purpose was to listen and learn.
The admiral general finally arrived and he did not arrive alone. The warrior on Ryojin’s plex walked in with three other warriors at his back. ‘Walked’ seemed like a poor description for the way this Guerren moved. He was graceful and precise; deadly intention coated each step and every flick of his eyes. His hands were loose at his sides and I could see two hilts poking over his shoulders. He carried swords as did his warriors.
I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the markings on his face and those pointy ears. He must have sensed my gaze because his head turned sharply and found me like a homing beacon. We stared at each other in silence for a few moments until I realized my mouth hung open. I cleared my throat awkwardly and closed it.
He was gorgeous and brimming with a wildness I couldn’t understand.
“Lykhlor, please have a seat,” Admiral General Ito said in Standard as he pulled out an empty chair furthest from the doors.
The Guerren leader practically glided across the floor and his warriors were little more than shadows. If he was bothered by the position in the room and the disadvantage it put him and his men in, he didn’t show it.
“Only the leader speaks Standard,” Ryojin whispered to me as we watched the proceedings. He was so quiet only an enhanced human could possibly have heard him, but Lykhlor’s eyes shot to us again before settling on Admiral Ito.
Ryojin wanted me there to listen to them and see if anything could be gleaned from the warriors while they assumed no one spoke their language. It wasn’t an easy one to master, and per their files we’d only recently come into contact with this species. Not many would know or understand them. This was why I was here. Ryojin could then focus on the actual meeting and the strategy required for him to maneuver away from all-out war.
“I am here on behalf of our chief,” Lykhlor stated. His accent was as thick and guttural as his language and nearly as difficult to understand if you didn’t know what to listen for. “To discuss a treaty with the Galactic Federation.”
It was a good sign they were willing to negotiate a truce or peace. Perhaps this could be resolved without millions dying.
“There are three Guerren warships headed to our colony in this galaxy where innocent women and children reside,” Admiral Ito said, pressing his hands on the glass table. He remained standing, a position of power while everyone else sat. “Why should we speak of peace while your warships threaten our people?”
The Guerren warrior didn’t even twitch at his words. “There are Human soldiers on our planet as we speak, yet we accepted your offer of a treaty.” Lykhlor’s words were barely shy of accusatory, but he did have a point.
I winced as the admiral frowned. Maybe this wouldn’t be so simple after all.
“We shouldn’t be here,” one of the leader’s warriors whispered. “This is a disgrace to our people.” The harsh language was drowned out by the thrum of the engines and it didn’t seem as if anyone else but Ryojin had heard.
“We will have no people if we do not do something,” Lykhlor muttered.
I glanced between the leader and the admiral to see if he’d noticed the warrior’s words.
The admiral continued on as he waved his hand towards the holovids and multiple pictures of the Federation troops, a few war ships, and the surveillance of the Federation’s colony was displayed. Admiral Ito turned back and tapped the glass. A holo-doc popped up in front of every chair with the treaty proposal.
I ignored it and watched the warriors closely. They didn’t even look at the document. Perhaps they couldn’t read it? Would the admiral have someone translate it for them? God, I hoped it wasn’t me. I could understand and speak Guerren, but the prospect of translating a treaty made me feel sick. What if I mixed up the wrong words and we went to war because I couldn’t properly get the meaning across?
My hands clenched in my lap and Tiberius pressed into my leg from under the table when he felt my heart rate increase.
I caught the Guerren leader watching me. Had I outwardly reacted to their words? Shit, this was stressful. Ryojin cleared his throat to get my attention and then glared at me. I glared right back. I still had a lot to learn, give me a break. It took everything I had not to roll my eyes at him.
“Lykhlor, the treaty states the Federation will remove all troops from your planets and will begin a peaceful relationship where we might explore further possibilities if you adhere to the Federation’s Guidelines of Conduct. All warships will need to remain within the borders of your space. The threat to our colony needs to be removed. Might I remind you the rules of war? There is no honor in murdering innocents.”
I scrolled through the document in a few seconds. There didn’t seem to be any loopholes or demands that would reduce the Guerren people to little more than slaves. The treaty left them their autonomy as long as they left the Federation and its people alone. Trade discussion would open at a further time after the treaty held up successfully for a year.
Lykhlor didn’t even glance at the document and my stomach clenched.
“Do you need someone to translate it for you?” Admiral Ito asked. His tone was borderline offensive.
“That is assuming any Humans are innocents,” one of the Guerren warriors muttered. Could he understand Standard?
“Shut your damn mouth or I will shut it for you,” Lykhlor snapped with rage. He glanced at me for a second and then fixated his attention back on the admiral.
Slowly I let out the breath I’d held and tightened my control on my emotions. The rage in his voice had shocked me and he’d seen it. I couldn’t afford to mess this up.
“As a show of good faith the warships will pull back, but the document will need to be read and signed by the head chief. I can have an answer for you by the morning.”
The admiral frowned. So did I. Why was their chief not here now if something so important needed to be approved by him?
“You have until 0900 tomorrow. Once the treaty is signed and your warships are back in Guerren space we will remove our soldiers from your planets.” Admiral General Ito waved his hand again and the holovids went blank.
The treaty disappeared but I saw Ryojin tap his vambrace and a copy of the treaty was displayed. It hadn’t even occurred to me to save a copy. I remembered every single word thanks to Ryojin’s training, but the hardcopy would have been nice to have.
The Guerren stood and every single one of them looked angry. As they passed Lykhlor caught sight of Tiberius and his eyes met mine once again. He fascinated me and I couldn’t look away even if I wanted to. If only I could ask him about his tattoos. My focus zoomed in and they were words so small they were nearly impossible to read. Too bad I couldn’t read Guerren yet. The alphabet was a nightmare.
“Take a long look, Human. The next time you stare at me so I will slit your throat.” The guttural words shook me and a bone chilling cold swept over me as I mentally translated them.
“Do so and I will rip apart every single thing you hold dear before I disembowel you,” Ryojin said with a pleasant smile on his face. The guttural language only enhanced his words.
I jerked in reaction to his violent threat. No one else understood the language or the treaty would be dead. Lykhlor and Ryojin stared at each other for a moment before the Guerren warrior dipped his head infinitesimally. He disappeared with his warriors and finally I could breathe again. I slumped in my chair and brushed my fingers through Tiberius’s fur.
Ryojin never looked at me, but he gave my hand a squeeze.
No one moved as they waited for something.
“Should we risk the lives of our people?” Ryojin asked as soon as some silent signal gave him the all-clear.
The admiral general pursed his lips in annoyance. “There is a fleet of our marauders headed toward the colony now. They will intercept the Guerren before morning. Their orders are to detain until we have word on the treaty. Our people are safe for the time being.”
One of the men – with nearly as much chest candy as the admiral – spoke up. “These Guerren are violent and vicious animals. Why should we trust them? Their ‘word’ means nothing to us. The hours between now and morning give them too much time to plan an attack.”
Ryojin nearly rolled his eyes. “They may be difficult to read, General, but there are far more of us than there are of them. If they do attack it would be with minimal casualties to our side.”
Those warriors though…they could easily take out our soldiers without breaking a sweat. How many of the genetically enhanced were stationed on their planet? How many of our soldiers equaled only one of theirs?
When had it become ‘our’ soldiers?
The higher-ups continued to argue but the conversation went around in circles. Some didn’t like waiting for the treaty to be signed, some were cautious like me and wondered why their chief hadn’t been here to begin with. Then there was the admiral and Ryojin. Neither seemed concerned or even remotely worried their possible enemy might gain the upper hand.
I leaned towards Ryojin’s confidence. If he wasn’t worried then why should I be? I was only here to learn. The general didn’t think it was prudent to translate what the Guerren had said so I kept my mouth shut. The warrior’s words didn’t change the outcome of the Federation’s strategy.
Finally it was decided. The soldiers on the ground would have four hour shifts and double up the guards on duty through the night. The marauders would be notified and told to prime their weapons to err on the side of caution, but their mission was to protect the civilians and not engage in open warfare unless absolutely necessary.
Ryojin stood and I followed suit. Tiberius lumbered to his feet from the sprawled position on the floor and his eyes were alert as he pressed into me. The general gave the admiral a salute and I followed him out of the war council meeting. The hallways of the ship blurred together. Everything was steel and bright lights. It all looked the same to me after a while. I hoped Ryojin didn’t try to test me on the layout of the ship.
“Thank you,” I said quietly. Ryojin’s pace was quick enough I nearly had to jog to keep up. “I appreciate you sticking up for me.” It terrified me he would literally disembowel someone, but I also didn’t doubt he would do it for one second.
“I protect my investments, Katerina.” Despite the cold words he gave me a small wink. “Now follow me, we have some training to catch up on.”
I groaned. This little field trip wouldn’t give me a reprieve. I should have known better than to hope for a tiny vacation.
***
The next morning I woke with a start. The Guerren’s eyes still haunted me in the dark. I tapped the nightstand and the lights in the room flickered on. Tiberius didn’t move from the foot of the bed as I reached for my vambrace. It was only five in the morning. What the hell was wrong with me?
My shirt was soaked with sweat and I felt chilled in the cold air of the ship. I must have had nightmares. The Guerren warriors and the wildness they exuded kept me on edge, even in my sleep. I wiped my forehead with the neck of my shirt and slipped out of bed. There was no way I would fall back asleep now, not when Ryojin would have me up within the hour.
The cold water of the shower helped me wake up and washed away the sticky feeling of my sweat. My wet hair went up into a tight bun to keep it off my neck. I stood in my tiny room with only my towel and peered into my bag. There were clothes I didn’t recognize and I sighed.
Fine, I would wear them. His not so subtle hint was something I probably shouldn’t ignore. The plex told me the surface of the Guerren planet varied based on region and location just as Earth did. I had no idea where exactly Ryojin was taking me so I decided layers of clothing would be the best option.
The thickest pants in the bag were new of course. They were the same grey as my eyes and a soft, suede-like material. The inside felt like fleece but when I slipped them on I didn’t instantly overheat. The amazing, new boots went on over them with no problem and then I began the arduous work of layering my tops: a tank top, long-sleeved shirt, and a sweater over that. My leather jacket should be enough if it was frigid.
I eyed Tiberius. He’d gotten enough strange looks yesterday I decided to leave him in my cabin while I went down to the surface of the planet. I was pretty sure the Guerren warriors hadn’t seen him, other than Lykhlor. It would be best to keep it that way.
A knock on my door warned me before it slid open. “Good to see you up and dressed, Katerina.” Ryojin held out a traveler of coffee to me. “We’re leaving now. There was an incident in the night.”
I nearly dropped the traveler at his words. What kind of incident? My nerves tingled unpleasantly and I glanced at Tiberius, maybe I should take him with me.
“Leave the cat and come with me.” The general didn’t seem worried. His hands were in his pockets as usual while he waited for me.
I grabbed a knife from my bag and slipped it in my boot. Better than nothing.
We took a shuttle down to the planet’s surface and I feared what we might see. The only incident I could imagine was one where people died. We might be at war. Would Ryojin take me to a warzone with absolutely zero experience?
As the stars grew distant the sky turned blue. It was bright and beautiful and looked like spring as we neared one of the lush green continents. Then a city came into focus, huge and sprawling, but something was wrong. I couldn’t put my finger on what. Perhaps it was the lack of people.
We landed in a field painted red. The shuttle door opened and I followed Ryojin out. I stopped dead when I caught sight of what made the field outside the city red. My boots stayed on the last step of the shuttle’s stairs. I couldn’t bring myself to take the step on to the blood-drenched grass.
Ryojin never hesitated as he strode out towards a group of soldiers headed towards us. The bright sunlight and chirping birds were a stark contrast to the bodies littering the ground. My stomach heaved and I nearly lost the rancid coffee in my stomach. How had this happened?
“Katerina stop messing around and get over here!” Ryojin snapped. His tone made it clear he didn’t care if the sight bothered me. I had to get over it and quick.
Gingerly I put my foot down and made my way to the general as quickly as possible without actually running. I stayed on the balls of my feet. The idea of putting my full weight down with each step and squelching through the blood made me uneasy.
The soldier in charge was mid-report when I finally reached the general’s side. “Sir, we managed to capture Lykhlor. We were told you wanted to transport him personally?”
“Yes, thank you, corporal. Load him into our transport and make sure he cannot escape.” Ryojin eyed the fallen warriors with a cold expression.
“What happened?” I finally managed. The gore disturbed me, but the dead male nearest me had his eyes open and that was even worse.
“They attacked our soldiers and we fought back with our superior firepower.” His explanation was so matter of fact.
I had never seen the result of war so closely before.
A snarl made me jerk and Lykhlor yanked against his restraints and bared his teeth, fighting every step of the way as two soldiers carted him to the transport. Lykhlor glared at me but stopped fighting when he saw the dead man next to me. Tears pricked my eyes as recognition washed over the warrior and grief fell over him like a dark cloud. He had lost someone he cared about. I was all too familiar with that feeling.
I knelt down near the fallen body with the staring eyes and brushed my fingers over his eyelids delicately, closing them. I couldn’t help myself. It seemed so disrespectful to leave him like that.
“Remember, Katerina,” Ryojin said. The general’s eyes followed the warrior up into the transport. “Always be prepared for anything. You never know who you can trust.”



Chapter Six
 
“I finally received word from Kris’s spy on Katerina,” Ricky muttered, tossing his plex to the table in frustration. It had been almost three months since she’d disappeared with Donnelly and they still weren’t any closer to getting her back than they had been the day it happened.
“Can we trust her brother’s spies?” Celeste asked. A small frown marred her face. It was as much emotion and concern as she would allow herself to show about Katerina, their friendship still too new.
“I don’t see that we have a choice,” Ricky sighed. He felt guilty for what he’d made her do, but the Federation couldn’t find out about the gates. Katerina had to give herself up to keep them a secret. There had been no other way. He wasn’t willing to risk them learning about their existence. His species had spent a thousand years keeping the secret from invaders. Humans were one of the worst invader species they’d ever come across. Their slice of galaxy wasn’t enough for them and their greedy fingers were ever-reaching, playing with genetics to ensure their success when met with strong opposition.
Ricky used to hate them, but after spending a few years among them he’d grown to understand the majority of humans weren’t like that. They were like everyone else and followed orders as they all did when given by their superiors. How many orders had he thrown about when he had been king with no question in his mind they’d be followed?
“What does the report say?” Wolfe asked, running a tired hand over his head.
Ricky thought his little stunt had been extremely idiotic. What made Donnelly believe Wolfe was dead, would also made Katerina believe. He’d felt her waves of grief and despair like an ocean, sucking him under and he’d nearly drowned in her emotions. Even with her so far away. The girl was so much stronger than she could ever realize.
He’d tried to tell her the captain was still alive, but he couldn’t be sure she heard him before Donnelly’s ship had slipped into hyperspace.
Ricky chewed on his lip and took his time before he answered Wolfe. He tapped his long fingers on the arm of his chair. Sarmatia was a gravity-heavy planet and his breathing was more labored than normal. Eventually he would adjust but he disliked the transitional period.
The safe-house on Celeste’s home-world was one they hadn’t used in a while. Ricky wasn’t sure if it was due to her relationship with her sister or if she simply didn’t want Katerina there. It seemed her feelings had changed about the human girl from what Ricky could gather from her thoughts, though the first mate was better at hiding them than most species.
Celeste read from the report Ricky had sent all of them and he tapped his fingers faster. He hadn’t been able to make contact with Katerina mentally since and it worried him. He had been sure he could reach her mind since he knew where she was physically.
“‘Subject K moved to cell with limited rations, daily tests and experiments,’” Celeste read. “This notation was dated over two months ago. Next note says, ‘Subject D removed by Subject R and terminated. Subject K moved to officer’s quarters.’”
Wolfe’s eyes snapped up and widened in shock when he heard Donnelly had been terminated. His thoughts flew by so quickly Ricky almost couldn’t catch them. His fingers stilled and he focused. He sensed Wolfe was more worried about Subject R than Donnelly and it frightened Ricky more than he wanted to admit.
“Who is Subject R?” Ricky asked softly, hoping it wouldn’t add more complications to their rescue mission.
“If it’s who I think it is,” Wolfe said slowly, leaning back in his chair. “It’s General Ryojin, the only person I know who could remove Donnelly from the Heishi Project and have him terminated, though I don’t know why he’d terminate his own lieutenant.”
Ricky narrowed his eyes at Wolfe. His captain hadn’t told him everything and Wolfe had put up a paltry wall between his thoughts and Ricky. He could break it down if he really wanted to, but he’d rather be given the information willingly from someone he considered his friend.
“Tell me, Wolfe,” Ricky said. “How bad is it?”
Slowly, almost as if it hurt to do so, Wolfe relaxed his muscles and let out a huge breath in a whoosh. His eyes had turned thoughtful as he considered the possibilities. Celeste watched him as closely as Ricky did. Everyone held their breath in anticipation, waiting for the worst possible news.
“General Ryojin was in charge of the Heishi Project before Donnelly,” he explained, rubbing the back of his neck. “He was the one who sent us out on our skill specific missions and became the shining example of the program when he reached general before he was thirty.” Wolfe wouldn’t meet anyone’s eyes as he continued. The weight of Ricky’s worry increased as he spoke.
“When I say he’s the shining example, I mean he’s the strongest, fastest, and smartest soldier to walk away from the serums and genetic enhancements with zero side effects. There might be other skills he has, but it’s never been confirmed. I’d heard about the attempts to increase mental abilities such as telepathy and possibly telekinesis. He never mentioned it and only a superior would be able to say for sure.” Wolfe rubbed his jaw in thought. “Though mind-reading doesn’t seem too far-fetched when it comes to Ryojin, he’s insanely manipulative and cruel if he doesn’t get what he wants. The man knows exactly where your weak spots are and uses them to his advantage. He’s so good you don’t even realize what he is doing until it is too late.”
Ricky resumed his tapping and chewed on this new information. Katerina was highly susceptible to manipulation if done right. She craved acceptance and if Ryojin knew that’s what she wanted he’d give it to her in spades and she’d do anything in return with gratitude. The move from a cell to officer’s quarters seemed to be the first step in Ryojin’s manipulation. Ricky would bet his life on it.
Wolfe finally met Ricky’s eyes. “This man scares me,” the captain quietly admitted.
That small admission shook Ricky more than anything else had so far. If Ryojin frightened Wolfe enough for him to say it out loud they had a huge problem, and from what he could figure out it wasn’t the general himself, but what he could do to Katerina.
“We have to free her as soon as possible,” Wolfe said. His voice turned frantic when no one said anything in response. “The longer she stays with him the deeper his hooks will go until she won’t want to leave even when he makes her do something she could never live with.”
Despite Wolfe’s insistence they should move up their timeline Ricky knew it wasn’t possible. They couldn’t infiltrate Enzo as they had before since Wolfe was the only human and he was far too recognizable. They would have to wait until she was moved to a different base or she tried to escape, close enough to catch her and back her up.
Ricky stayed silent as he thought and Wolfe shook his head. Ricky hadn’t seen him this distressed during the entire time he’d spent with the man. He wouldn’t allow the captain’s anxiety to change plans as emotions would only cloud judgment and make things far more risky for everyone involved.
“The goal is to get her out alive,” Ricky said. “We don’t have the firepower to destroy the base. It will have to be a stealth mission and there is no way to do that until they move her.”
“There is more,” Celeste said quietly. “This next one is dated almost a month ago. ‘Subject K has been trained. She has surpassed marauder status.’” Celeste frowned and Ricky could tell she didn’t believe Katerina capable of such skills.
Wolfe’s dark skin became ashen and he shook his head. “It may already be too late,” he muttered.
Ricky refused to feel guilty. She was more than capable of taking care of herself and she wasn’t alone. She had Tiberius with her. “There’s one more report,” he stated and waved his hand for Celeste to read it. He frowned as he strategized. He’d won wars with his battle plans; he could free one human girl from the Federation despite Wolfe’s trepidation.
The captain blamed Ricky after he had explained he knew about the gates all along. Wolfe still held the anger close and hadn’t forgiven him for the lies of omission, but he would eventually. A noise of annoyance escaped him before he could hold it back. Humans could be so fickle, clouded by their emotions. Logic rarely entered their minds first. He knew it was their lack of mental training, but it still irritated him.
“Apparently she’s been given a mission to hunt down rebel spies,” Celeste stated in disbelief. “The rebel spy has seen Kat in a military uniform and the spy has asked Kris to advise him on the next move.”
“Not good,” Wolfe said. “If Ryojin knows there is a rebel spy on his base there are only two outcomes, he questions them or kills them and he probably instructed Katerina to capture or kill. If she kills him…” He didn’t need to finish the sentence.
Katerina would be his and the guilt would make it almost impossible for them to convince her to leave when she felt tainted. Ricky sighed and tapped his teeth with a fingernail. Celeste and Wolfe both stared at his sharp teeth and he quickly put his finger down and closed his mouth. They always forgot about the ferocity he hid until they remembered why his teeth were so sharp.
“If he is giving her missions it’s only a matter of time before he sends her off the base alone, and when he does we’ll make our move,” Ricky stated confidently, trying to reassure Wolfe. “Until that happens our hands are tied.”
Wolfe nodded even though Ricky could tell he was chomping at the bit, as Katerina would say.
Celeste put her plex down and folded her arms. “At least we have the money to do so now,” she said. “Getting rid of the necklace put us enough ahead in our finances we won’t need to take another job for a few months.”
Wolfe nodded, grabbed his drink and sucked it down. “At least she’s alive,” he said. “But if she finds the spy – which we know she will – we need to find another way to obtain the information we need. Otherwise we won’t know when she leaves Enzo.”
That was another problem for another time. Ricky would make sure he contacted her before then. “We have to be closer,” he told them. “Maybe take a job on a nearby planet or space station. This far out I’ll never be able to reach her mind.”
Satisfied with the vague plan, Wolfe grabbed Celeste’s plex and searched for job listings as close to Enzo as they could get without raising suspicion. Without a fugitive on the ship it would be easier, but it may be time to change their registration number on the ship again.
“Would your sister allow us to take a few of her soldiers with us?” Wolfe asked.
The look on Celeste’s face was enough of an answer. She didn’t want to ask. “We can do it ourselves,” she stated. “When Katerina sees us she will come.”
Ricky wasn’t so sure. The girl was unpredictable and with Wolfe being ‘dead’ he wasn’t sure she would want to come back to the Wolfegang. When she finds out he is alive and well, she may be too angry to forgive him or leave behind the false sense of security Ryojin instilled in her. If she was angry enough she may even tell the Federation about the gates. Those damn emotions humans lived their lives by, Ricky hated them. They made decisions with emotions and used them as a moral compass rather than cold hard facts.
There was also the potential danger she would put her brother in if she left the base. If she felt safe with the general she may tell him about her brother’s connection and then they would all be screwed. It wasn’t difficult to figure out the rest.
He had known she was a wild card and he’d sent her to the Federation anyway. Ricky was suddenly apprehensive. Maybe he’d made the wrong choice by asking her to go. He only hoped she would remember what was at stake and that her loyalties would tie her to the right side.
Ricky hoped to all the Gods she wouldn’t be lost to them.



Chapter Seven
 
I shifted from foot to foot in Lyn’s lab as she set out two different syringes. This was no different than any other day, except that it was. We arrived back on the base after the disaster with the Guerre and Ryojin trained me hard. It was two months before he finally decided I was ready for my first solo mission and I was nervous.
The general and I had begun the day with a run as per usual, and then we sparred to loosen up my muscles. Ryojin suggested I take his lead through the gym much earlier than we usually ended our physical training. He tossed me a uniform and I put it on quickly.
As soon as I had the uniform on I blended in with the other soldiers seamlessly. At the general’s suggestion I mimicked the way I’d seen the other soldiers move and act as they went about their business. I’d had two whole months to study them and I used everything I could, even changing the lilt in my words until it matched their accented Standard English perfectly.
I became one among thousands. I didn’t exist outside of the group.
Ryojin nodded and I fell into step behind him, no more than a shadow. If someone didn’t look too closely I was only another guard or soldier on a mission for the general, following orders like hundreds of thousands of others.
I reveled in the anonymity.
Ryojin then took me to Lyn’s lab ahead of schedule. I couldn’t help but fidget as I stood there and wondered what the second syringe was for.
The general’s soft but firm voice registered in the back of my mind as I watched Lyn like a hawk. The weeks with Donnelly in charge were hard to forget. I still had nightmares about it.
“You won’t be leaving the base,” Ryojin informed me. “I want you to blend in here and learn what you can. I’ll be putting you on a guard rotation. As long as the animal stays away from you, you won’t be recognized. Use everything I’ve taught you.”
I nodded even though he hadn’t paused in his instructions. I tried not to be offended he’d called Tiberius ‘the animal.’ He was so much more than that and Ryojin knew it.
Ryojin fingered one of the syringes and Lyn slapped his hand away. “There is a rebel spy on my base and I want them found and brought to me for questioning,” he said calmly, hiding his irritation at a spy on his precious base.
My thoughts skittered for a second. There was another rebel spy other than John Smith? I kept my face neutral as the thought passed. Ryojin probably already knew about my contact with him, but he never mentioned it outright. I didn’t know why he left it alone, but it made my life a bit easier.
“You’ve been reading up on the Jaguarundi as I’ve asked?” he inquired.
Lyn grabbed the first syringe and tapped it before reaching for my arm. It was the one I recognized as her healing booster. I held out my left arm and let her stick me. It was less painful when I didn’t resist.
“Yes, I have,” I answered.
He had given me full access to the Federation’s files on the rebel group and I was shocked by how much information they had on the Jaguarundi, almost as shocked as I was at how much they still didn’t know. With all the money and power the Galactic Federation had I couldn’t fathom how the group had managed to stay incognito. Included in the files of incidents the Jaguarundi was responsible for, was a list of possible members and bases throughout the galaxies. There were lists of possible and confirmed assets, as well as a few theories as to how they attacked and then disappeared so quickly.
Remembering the way my brother had simply stepped through a door onto Asgard, I felt I knew how they managed it. Although it would require a huge door for ships and I had no idea how they kept those from the Federation. A door that large seemed like it would be incredibly obvious.
Ryojin nodded in approval and continued, but I watched him closely. My twin’s name was on the list of confirmed members of the Jaguarundi with a question mark in regards to his rank and duties.
The general had studied my file extensively and knew about my connection. I couldn’t figure out if he thought I hadn’t been able to make contact with Kris, or if Ryojin knew I’d somehow been able to talk to him.
It made me apprehensive when I couldn’t figure out which one it was. Ryojin was nearly impossible to read and he never looked at me suspiciously, or watched me as closely as Donnelly had any time my brother was mentioned. The lieutenant’s goals had been more focused on what I could do for him rather than tracking down my errant twin. I was an easier target. Ryojin…simply didn’t care as long as I did what he asked.
Lyn went for the second syringe and I resisted the urge to jerk back as she reached for my arm again. I held out my right this time to even out the discomfort. She paused before she stuck the needle in my arm, sensing my stiffness. She looked up at me and I could see the memory of our previous agreement to keep me informed cross her face.
“This isn’t a serum,” Lyn explained. “It’s a booster meant to enhance the serum already working in your system. It will improve cognitive abilities, aimed at mental capacity rather than physical strength.”
She waited until I nodded before she injected me with it.
I didn’t have a choice when it came to her medical tests and experiments. She’d give it to me whether I agreed to it or not, but the illusion of freedom was nice. Knowing what she did to me helped ease some anxiety even while I wondered at the consequences. What exactly was altered when she tweaked my genes? I’d noticed over the weeks of training a quicker response time. My speed and strength grew as each day passed. Ryojin was still infinitely stronger and faster than I was, but I could see my improvement. My body did what it should without having to think twice about what might be the right choice or action. I was able to recall moves and skills after being shown only a few times.
And now she wanted to enhance my mental capabilities? What more could they possibly want from me?
“You’re damn near physically perfect anyway,” Lyn muttered as she tossed the used syringe in the hazardous waste bin where it would be incinerated on the hour. “Ryojin is pushing too hard.” Lyn having feelings at all was weird, let alone for me. Lyn's curse shocked me almost as much as the compliment itself.
I clenched my jaw, not knowing what to say so I kept my mouth shut. Silence was another discipline the general insisted I learn after he’d grown weary of my constant mouthing off. I glanced at Ryojin to see his reaction, but he must not have heard her. He paced around her lab slowly, hands clasped behind his back as he talked.
“If you cannot catch the spy,” Ryojin continued, ignoring the interruption of her explanation. “Then you need to terminate them. They will not leak any more information off the base about this project. Do you hear me?” he asked sternly and turned to fix me with his intense black-brown eyes.
“Yes, sir,” I answered. It was the only answer to his question.
It didn’t matter how uncomfortable it made me to look for a rebel spy on Enzo when I knew my brother was part of the same organization. My conflicted feelings about the rebels were of no consequence. If I didn’t succeed with the mission there would be punishment. I clenched my jaw at the thought. I didn’t want to know what Ryojin would come up with for my failure. His follow-up interrogation as to why I couldn’t complete a mission I was now over-qualified for wouldn’t be pleasant either.
Ryojin nodded his thanks to Lyn and then gently took my elbow to lead me out of the lab. My fingers nervously straightened my crisp uniform shirt as we walked back the way we came. Our normal schedule had been thrown off and my nerves started to eat away at my stomach as I realized what I was about to do.
“When is my shift?” I asked, licking my lips and trying not to make eye contact with anyone.
“I’m taking you back to your quarters where you will pack up a few toiletries and your second uniform. You will be allowed to check on your animal once daily but only for an hour.”
I gritted my teeth at the word ‘animal’ but kept my mouth shut.
He tapped the metal vambrace on his arm and the plex in my pocket gave an answering ping. “I sent your new schedule to your plex. Study it and do not be late. I want reports sent to me daily until you succeed with the mission,” Ryojin said. We stopped right outside the officer’s lounge. The general studied my face, and then inspected me from my feet to the bun in my hair. I fought to keep the blush from my cheeks. “I want you to find the spy and present him or her to me by the end of the week, Katerina.”
The end of the week? I nodded and bit the inside of my cheek to keep from saying something that might sound like backtalk. Being able to infiltrate and spy wasn’t the hard part since I had the physical skill set for it now. It was the necessity to mask my own thoughts, opinions, and feelings as they ate at me. It was difficult for me to keep a straight face when I was upset, or to not react when I was angry. So far the mastery of my emotions and physical responses had been the hardest lesson for me to learn.
My emotions hit me hard and came out of nowhere sometimes, little things would set me off when I least expected it. Little things like the metal vambrace on Ryojin’s arm. Wolfe used to have one just like it. My hands clenched as I fought to keep my composure. I couldn’t let my façade shatter when I was supposed to be a faceless soldier.
Ryojin’s face softened as he watched my thoughts flit across my face and then disappear as I worked to regain control, to be the soldier he wanted me to pretend to be. His warm hand on my arm comforted me. “Don’t worry, Katerina,” he said reassuringly. “I know you’re going to do exactly as we practiced. You will succeed. I have no doubt of that.”
I smiled at his words. Instantly I felt better about the mission and my apprehension melted away. I could do this. Ryojin was one of the highest ranking generals in the Federation’s military and he believed in me.
“I will review the packet you sent me,” I told him, my voice stronger than I felt. “Then I will send my first report tonight before lights out.”
He gave my arm one last squeeze, and then turned smartly on his heel and disappeared down the hall. Occasionally I wondered what else he did, but I wasn’t privy to the other aspects of his job. I tried not to think about it too much. I knew there were things I wouldn’t want to know about. The Federation frightened everyone for a reason.
I put in the code for the officer’s common area and wondered how I’d successfully complete the mission. Four days was all I had to find this spy. How the hell was I supposed to manage it with no real experience? I’d never done anything like this before and he knew it. Ryojin was testing me and I couldn’t afford to disappoint him. He was one of the few people I’d met who treated me as a real person, as an equal who deserved respect. I didn’t want to ruin that.
Wolfe had treated me as an equal, but I’d also been a fugitive from the Federation. My status as a runaway criminal put a dent in our attempts to move past the constant worry and fear of being caught. We were always looking over our shoulders and went out of our way to avoid Donnelly and the Federation.
The other crewmembers had been decent to me. Celeste never kept her feelings of superiority a secret even if it was almost an inside joke between the two of us now. And Ricky…before he’d sold me out I always thought of him like another brother, an older one who looked out for me and taught me how to stay alive. I had felt safe with him.
So, why did Ryojin care about me at all? It was a question I asked myself almost every day. I wasn’t completely out of my mind. I knew he wanted the skills he spent hours teaching me to be put to use for his own gains.
But I didn’t care.
Even the illusion of respect had pulled me out of the pit of despair I’d found myself in after Donnelly. His care pulled me up from the apathy of Wolfe’s death. My sacrifice no longer seemed worthless to me.
The rigid schedule Ryojin put me on kept me from drowning in my thoughts and emotions. I didn’t have to feel the grief if I was too busy and too tired. I didn’t have to worry about my twin, or be angry at Ricky. I was useful here, I was worth something and Ryojin valued me and my abilities.
I made my way to my quarters and Tiberius; glad Ryojin had allowed me to see him even during the mission. It would make things easier for the both of us and Tiberius would remain calm. The cub bounded up from his spot on my bed when the door opened.
I smiled and knelt to rub between his ears and under his chin. He knew we were about to take our daily walk, but I’d have to use the more abandoned route. Normally we would eat and then head to the gym. Ryojin seemed to think if I kept the cub away from me while undercover no one would notice I wasn’t one of them while in uniform.
There was a bottle of something on my dresser with a note attached to it from Lyn. ‘Use this lotion during the mission, apply every morning and night.’ I frowned in confusion at the blank, white bottle and opened it. It smelled a bit sweet, like honey and beeswax. I rubbed some into my arm in curiosity.
Instantly my skin darkened and it looked like I had spent the summer in the sun getting a glorious tan. I grinned at Lyn’s cleverness. I had been worried about the color of my skin. It was too pale and lily-white to actually blend in to the crowd if someone stopped to take a closer look. My skin tone was naturally near the same color as Lyn and Ryojin’s but theirs had a nice warmth mine lacked. If someone were to look up into my eyes the lack of Asian heritage would be obvious.
With the uniform and proper regulation hair I could hide from familiar eyes. They wouldn’t recognize me at a glance, but with the lotion and a bit of acting? I don’t think anyone would realize it was the crazy girl Donnelly had captured out of spite, though those in the Heishi Project knew better.
I set the lotion aside to put on later after our walk. I grabbed Tiberius’s vest from under my bed and buckled it on him. I never put him on a leash. I didn’t trust the guards not to do something stupid out of fear. The cub though, I trusted completely.
I swore he understood me and everything going on around us. Tiberius would watch me with this knowing look as we walked around the base like he knew we were safe, but he seemed to know it was temporary. The danger wouldn’t be gone until we were free and even then we’d most likely be on the run.
I changed out of the uniform and carefully hung it up so it wouldn’t wrinkle. I slipped into my sweats and put a sweater on over my tank top. I took the pin out of my bun and my hair fell around my shoulders to brush my waist with each movement. I’d have to do a better job of securing the bun once I was officially among the soldiers otherwise it would fall out. I’d be issued a citation and some kind of punishment for breaking the rules. Double guard duty or cut rations. I couldn’t afford either if I planned on locating the spy in four days.
Kicking off the boots and socks I decided I’d skip shoes for our walk. It would be four days of stringent rules and I wanted to play up the crazy factor to make the comparison of me as a soldier even more stark and obvious. Most of the guards in the officer’s wing of the base thought I was a walking time bomb anyway and avoided my gaze as much as possible.
It made this mission easier even if it bothered me.
Quickly we ate our meal in the lounge and then took our walk through the back side of the base. It was where the storage rooms and abandoned sections were. It might have been a larger, more active base at one point until it became the home for the Heishi Project. We passed empty rooms, broken fighter planes in an old hanger and rooms full of junk. Some of the doors were stuck open and some only partially open. They kept the power to this wing of the base minimal and on occasion they didn’t run power over here at all. They turned it on once a day at the most to ensure the air was breathable.
I inhaled deeply as we slowly made our way into the last hanger in the wing. The air was stale and dusty and made me sneeze. Tiberius looked up at me expectantly. Normally we broke into a run in this hanger but I couldn’t afford to cut my feet on something hiding in the dust and I checked my watch. We didn’t have enough time before I had to grab my things, change, and report to my new superior.
We did have enough time to play catch. I slipped to the floor and sat cross-legged. I pulled out the ball I’d hidden behind the wheel of an old fighter. Tiberius’s ears perked up. He looked excited as he spread his front paws wide and threw his butt in the air, waiting for me to throw the ball. I smiled and threw it as hard as I could against a wall so it would bounce.
Tiberius chased after it and disappeared in the shadows. Even though I couldn’t see him, I heard him pad around the hunks of twisted metal. I closed my eyes and relaxed each muscle. The ruined ships might be the ones I’d helped destroy the last time I was on Enzo with Wolfe.
Wolfe was dead. I needed to stop thinking about him. I’d done what I could and the guilt I carried around wasn’t mine. Justice had been served. Now I needed to move on.
The time I’d spent coming to terms with Kevin’s death had taught me that much.
Tiberius came back with the ball and dropped it in front of me. My eyes were still closed. The sound of the dust being displaced told me where he’d put it and the shift in the air painted a picture of Tiberius’s path as he silently circled me before butting his head against mine. I reached up, still blind, and trailed my fingers from the top of his head to his tail as he passed by me to circle again, impatiently waiting for me to throw the ball.
He tensed when I shifted so I paused to confuse him, and then threw it as hard as I could in the opposite direction. My senses alerted me as his entire body crouched and his muscles bunched before he pushed off from the ground into a run that would eat up the distance in seconds. The smell of the soap in his fur mixed with the wild smell he always had drifted to my nose in a subtle waft I wouldn’t have noticed a few months before.
I followed him by the noises he made and knew the second he’d found the ball. The cub loped back over to me. It was one of the few exercises I enjoyed. Ricky had told me to do a similar exercise, but I’d had little reason to do it on the Wolfegang. Improving my hearing wasn’t something I cared about when it was already so much improved from before I’d woken up in cryostasis.
My time on the Wolfegang was filled with trying to improve my abilities in areas I knew nothing about such as weapons and piloting; my pitiful attempt to fit in. It was the best I could do at the time with the overwhelming confusion I had and all the new information constantly being thrust at me. I’d never had a chance to catch my breath and come to terms with my new situation.
The months on Wolfe’s ship seemed so trite to me since I’d spent months with Ryojin accomplishing more than I ever could on my own. The physical strength, acute hearing, and better-than-perfect eyesight were honed to perfection with the general. The fighting techniques came seamlessly and the complicated weapons a simple puzzle. Once I used them, I never forgot how they worked.
My aim was perfect now. I could take a shot from a rifle and hit the target at over six hundred yards. The metric system was all these humans used now, but it was a hard habit for me to break. I saw distance in yards and miles but always converted before I screwed up and said it aloud. I’d done it once and Ryojin ranted and raved for a good half hour about the stupidity of the English system.
The general’s lessons were time consuming and the difficulty level increased every day. I felt stuffed full of information since I never forgot anything I read. It was another new skill Ryojin had forced me to learn. Once I knew how to access the information I’d stored away in my brain it was easy to file new knowledge away and retrieve it when needed.
So he’d assigned me time to ‘meditate’ daily. It wasn’t actually meditation, but going through everything I’d ever learned up until now and reorganizing it, filing it away in my new system so I could easily access it. Everything I’d learned before was jumbled and mixed up. As I sifted through it all I put it away properly while working through the emotions associated with some of the memories.
He called it meditation but it was more like therapy.
I didn’t enjoy dealing with memories of my father or the death of my grandfather. The intensity of the feelings swirled through me as I relived the discovery I’d lost everyone and had to find a way to live in a world five hundred years ahead my generation.
When it had first happened, I’d shoved it behind a locked door like dirty laundry in a closet. Ryojin had forced me to open the mental door and pull out all the pieces in case there was something I might need locked away in those bad memories and feelings.
I hated it.
Every time I opened the damned door I cried. Thankfully he allowed me to meditate in a room by myself even if I had no actual privacy whatsoever. It was part of my agreement with him and Lyn. They hooked me up with monitors and with hidden cameras in the room.
After the appointed hour Ryojin would come in and talk with me. He’d bring in some special tea only he could get with his combined position of general and noble. Then he’d sit across from me with his own legs crossed as mine were now and place his wrists on his knees, relaxed and at ease.
It seemed genuine. He never gave me any tells he wasn’t happy to spend time with me. Those short moments were a rare show of his true personality. He dropped the attitude of my teacher, of my superior, of my captor, and was just himself. He would quietly wait for me to choose something for us to talk about, in no rush and never asked prying questions. It made it easier to share my life and thoughts with him. His curiosity for my time period was endless.
Ryojin was an older brother to me. We had a deeply platonic relationship I enjoyed immensely. When I spoke of my grandfather and his ideals, Ryojin opened up about his own grandfather. He was fascinated my grandmother was pure Japanese, though she wasn’t related to me by blood.
My life had never been recorded. I didn’t have birth records except what Ricky had put together on my faked ident chip. There should be a trail of my life from beginning to present and I had nothing. After the revelation of my true origin Ryojin had created new files and a legitimate ident chip for me. Apparently it was standard protocol for anyone who woke from cryostasis. They’d kept better track over the years, but cryostasis was new in my generation.
“You really thought you were the only one?” the general had asked me once. Only after thinking about his teasing question did I realize how ridiculously self-centered it was to think Kris and I were the only ones to go through cryostasis in the last five hundred years.
Tiberius dropped in front of me with the ball still in his mouth and rolled onto his back, paws in the air. He was getting dust all over his fur and I made a face. I’d have to wash him or brush it all out. Jerk of a cat loved the water and would do whatever he could to make me let him play in the shower.
He rolled onto my lap and I almost fell over. My eyes flew open as I caught myself. I laughed as he rubbed his face all over me and managed to get dirt and dust all over my clothes. I checked my vambrace and sighed. My old watch had been taken from me and this one was new and shiny. The stupid thing had become a necessity when Ryojin enforced such a strict schedule. My time with Tiberius had gone too quickly and we had to head back now if both of us were to shower.
Tiberius jumped up and butted my hand with his forehead, pressing his side into my hip as we walked. My fingers rested on the top of his head and I brushed his soft ears as we made our way back. Somehow this nightmare had turned into something good and with Tiberius at my side I was content.
I had learned more than I ever could have on the Wolfegang and the awkward balance of relationships was gone. Aside from the hitch of the first few months under Donnelly I felt I was doing the right thing. I didn’t have to worry about how anyone but the general felt about me. The requirements he demanded of me were simple and straightforward. I never had to wonder where I stood with him.
Maybe this is what I was made for. I may not agree with everything the Federation stood for, but it was good for me. I was stronger, faster, and smarter. No small thanks to Lyn and Ryojin for that. Wolfe had embodied everything I thought I had wanted, but now…I wasn’t so sure that was me anymore. The pain of his death still weighed heavy, but I no longer wondered what could have been.



Chapter Eight
 
It had only been two hours into my shift and I was already bored out of my mind. I shifted awkwardly from foot to foot and tried to keep my weight evenly distributed to prevent blood from pooling. I didn’t want to pass out the first day on the job.
How embarrassing would that be?
My new quarters were shared with three other female soldiers and it had been a stinted, uncomfortable meeting. They’d watched me unpack my tiny amount of possessions I’d brought with me, eyes narrowed in suspicion and dislike. I wasn’t sure why they were so prickly.
The soldier’s barracks were on the opposite end of the base from the officer’s lounge and quarters. Lyn’s lab was directly next to the officer’s branch. In the center of the base was the gym and the common lounge with its bar and tables for the soldiers to play cards and let off some steam. Multiple hangars branched off from the center where they kept the fighter ships and then the larger hangar for the massive ships to dock and depart with adequate room.
The entire base was the shape of an asterisk essentially covering the surface of the rock; a moon on the ass end of the galaxy. No inhabited planets, space stations, or spaceports were close enough to accidentally run across the top-secret military base. The sun at the center of the galaxy was so far away it looked like one of the millions of stars across the sky which meant the surface of the moon was too cold to support life.
The only way on or off the base was with a military ship encoded with passwords and coordinates. They’d put up a defense line around the moon since my last escape with Wolfe and Smith. Nothing would make it in or out without the Federation knowing. I’d inspected the new defense systems during my evening study lessons, scouring the intel and blueprints for any weak points.
I was comfortable on the base now and enjoyed my training, but it didn’t mean I wanted to stay there forever. One day I would know all Ryojin could teach me and when that day arrived I would be ready. I would be an asset to my brother not a burden.
That was the goal, to be able to take care of myself no matter what. If I could fly any ship, speak any language, learn how to blend into any culture I would be unstoppable and the Federation would never be able to find me again.
The trackers made it a little more difficult than I would prefer. Difficult, but not impossible. Lyn thought I didn’t know about the second tracker she’d injected. Funny enough, Ryojin allowed me to study my own medical files. He figured if he wanted me to learn some medicine and science I could use my own genetic codes as practice. It wouldn’t hurt his endeavors and I might actually find some answers for him.
Too bad my studies hardly focused on medicine. I learned enough to take care of pretty much any wound in the field, to doctor myself if need be, and how to recognize symptoms of diseases and poisons. None of that taught me how to alter genetics, to perform surgery, or diagnose and treat sicknesses. One day maybe if I had the time and opportunity to safely settle down, now I knew how quickly I could learn.
I glanced at my vambrace and stifled a sigh. My new superior watched me like a hawk, unnerved by my lack of military contacts. Ryojin had faked me a new ident chip and falsified military records stating my initiation was five years ago which would make me a late bloomer by the Federation’s standards. To the other soldiers I’d appeared out of nowhere with the highest recommendations and it made them uncomfortable, especially since I didn’t say much.
Four more hours to go before my shift was over and I could go to the lounge. It would be the best place to gather information. Thinking of Smith I frowned then quickly wiped the expression away before the other guard could see. Whoever was the Jaguarundi spy would be as seamless as I was, blending perfectly to avoid notice.
My fingers found the tiny spot on my neck where the first tracker was implanted; the one Donnelly had used to find me. I’d left it alone on the off chance Lyn thought I didn’t know where it was.
I’d poked and prodded at my neck while in my cell and knew the tiny chip was there, hiding under one of my tendons. It would be incredibly difficult to remove myself. A strange pang hit me as I thought about leaving Ryojin. Oddly enough he was a friend now.
I shifted the pulse rifle slightly so it wasn’t pressing so hard into my shoulder and stared into the empty hanger. The fighter ships were set at intervals on each side of the takeoff ramp. The door to space was clear and the stars glittered. It was almost midnight and everyone but us guards were asleep.
The blueprint of my genetics popped up in my mind’s eye and I scanned them closely, remembering when I’d studied them a week before. Lyn was an artist. She tagged her work with her signature, making the changes she had done stand out from what had been altered before – what Dr. O’Leary and the United States Military did in 2017. Her work rippled seamlessly with the prior reconstruction, stitching genomes together where needed and changing others completely to improve them, yet the initial layer of changes remained untouched.
I knew Lyn didn’t want to remove them since she still didn’t know why I could improve without further doses of her serum. The doses she gave me on occasion were to speed up the process rather than change anything. Until she could figure it out she didn’t want to ruin my ability to remain sane. To hear her bitch and moan about the archaic methods they used in 2017…it amused the hell out of me.
Testing the new serum based on my genetics would be soon if her notes were any indication. The soldiers whose minds were crumbling would be abandoned and tossed to the side like the failures they were, transferred to departments that better suited them. I felt bad I couldn’t help them, but was relieved future soldiers would do better because of me.
A loud alarm rumbled through the hanger and the first door opened as four fighter ships flew in. The doors were quick and precise. One door opened and the other closed to prevent the air from being sucked out the hanger and compromising anyone on the runway or in the vast hanger. It kept the pressure the same as well and reduced the amount of energy the base expended to keep things running.
The clear doors made my stomach clench in anxiety as I watched them land as gently as falling leaves. I knew the doors were there but it still looked like there was nothing between me and the vacuum of space.
I relaxed my fingers on the rifle as the alarm went quiet. The silence was almost deafening in comparison. My focus returned to the second tracker I’d found while studying my DNA’s blueprint. It was so subtle I almost hadn’t caught it.
She’d attached a sort of alarm, a piece in my DNA to alert scanners to my presence and then send a report to Ryojin. It would be difficult to remove but not impossible. I had time to figure it out and teach myself how to undo it based on her notes. In the meantime I still had to set everything up for the perfect escape.
I didn’t know how long I would be on Enzo, but I wanted everything in place when I was ready to leave. Then I would contact my brother and go from there. I may not care about the rebel’s cause, but I would support him no matter what.
Being reunited with him was worth a little rebellion.
Ryojin’s trust had allowed me a lot of freedom, freedom I’d worked hard to gain. I wasn’t about to throw it away by rushing through a half-assed plan to escape. He had to suspect I might try at some point so I wanted to wait until he thought the risk I would was minimal, almost non-existent.
Again the weird pang hit me in the gut and I resisted putting my hand to my stomach. Leaving Ryojin behind bothered me and I couldn’t figure out why. Sure, I liked him and I enjoyed everything he taught me. I was grateful to him for turning my life around when it could have ended with me on a cold metal gurney, sliced open from neck to belly button; dissected like an animal.
My death had been a very real possibility, almost a certainty until he’d taken me under his wing.
The man had such a soft confidence. He was sure of himself and didn’t feel the need to throw it around. There was something comforting in that. If I had an older brother, someone to look after my twin and I, Ryojin would have been him. I didn’t doubt he cared for me in his own way. My abilities were worth more than his feelings though, and I could never forget that. I was still just his tool.
I glanced to my left at the soldier I’d been assigned to as partner. All of our guard shifts for the next week were together and I briefly wondered if Ryojin would make me carry out the week of guard duty despite completing the mission if only to prevent disorganization.
“How long have you been stationed on Enzo?” she asked, noticing my inspection of her.
Recalling the file Ryojin had made up of my military history I answered. “I’ve only been here a few days.” I flicked my eyes to her face to gauge her reaction then back to the wall in front of me. Ugh, this was so boring.
I figured the first person I should rule out as a spy was my partner. Yeesh, how embarrassing would that be if I missed such a small detail after spending hours every day with her?
“You?” I asked.
“Six months.” She shifted slightly and I could tell her feet ached and her hands were clammy with the way she kept shifting her rifle.
Personally I thought the assault rifles were a bit overkill. Then remembering my last escape I decided maybe it wasn’t. “Want to hit the lounge with me after our shift?” I asked.
A small smile passed over her face before she resumed the bored look required of all guards. “Sure.”
I realized she probably thought I was making a pass at her. Mentally I shrugged; it might help my cause. Though if I were honest I doubted the spy was a lowly guard who had only been on the base for six months. Smith was on Enzo for longer and his mission was simple: get a message to me.
If there was another rebel spy on the base I figured they were on Enzo longer than Smith had been and probably somewhere they could do some good. Why the rebels even had a spy on Enzo now was beyond me. Per my research they sought after the genetically altered and Federation spurned, recruiting the broken soldiers. Based on the recruitments I assumed the spy was either in the labs or possibly even a soldier who was part of the Heishi Project. If they were part of the Heishi experiments it would make my job more difficult, but if they were vying for a spot in the program it would be a little easier. I knew what Ryojin looked for in soldiers and I had to keep it in mind to find the perfect candidate.
I thought about the guards in the restricted section of the base where they did all the experiments and checkups on soldiers who came in for their serum doses. I still hadn’t found out if they were part of the program or simply had a ridiculously high clearance level. I caught my frown before it could pinch my face. All those soldiers already knew me and could recognize me with a tan and a uniform if they got close enough.
Had Ryojin set me up for failure?
“What career path have you chosen?” she asked me, startling me out of my thoughts.
I glanced at her badge, Ito was her surname. Then she had Japanese in her family. Her skin was more of a warm caramel, but her eyes were almond shaped like Ryojin’s were. The intensity of the blue eyes shocked me, dark and rich. They reminded me of the ocean up north in Alaska where the ice floated on the surface. A blue so deep it was nearly black.
“Pilot,” I answered shortly. At one point in my life I’d nearly joined the Air Force for the very same thing. Here though it meant something slightly different. “You?” I asked to be polite.
She studied my face as if wondering if she could trust me. “Same,” she said carefully.
The Heishi Project was top secret which meant everyone on the base knew about it in one form or another. She probably thought it was why I was here and was most likely the reason she’d been transferred as well.
It made her a candidate on my list but not a convincing one. I checked my vambrace for the time. Dear God it had only been ten minutes. The next few hours were going to drag unless I found a way to pass them quickly. My eyes flicked to hers and she watched me almost as closely as I watched her. Ito was wondering if I was her competition. Somehow I had to convince her I wasn’t if I wanted her to open up to me.
“Where did you grow up?” I asked.
Her face closed off and I wondered if I had said something I shouldn’t have. I quickly scanned my memories of everything I’d read about modern humans and couldn’t find anything signifying my question was rude or stupid. “I was born on Earth in the North American Territories,” I offered. “I wanted to get away from the cold and snow so I joined the military.” I shrugged one shoulder as if to say my reason was obvious. The rifle dug further into my shoulder and I ignored it.
The tension in her shoulders eased. “Earth, Japan,” she replied. “On one of the small islands.”
I nodded. The small islands were extremely poor in comparison to the main island. Her family wasn’t nobility then. Otherwise she would have told me the name of the island as each family had their own. Ryojin Island was one of them; the Dragon Island if you translated the Japanese. The rest of the population were little more than servants to the nobility unless they were farmers, or military.
We spoke quietly over the next few hours, going silent when anyone passed, but after the pilots made their way to the lounge we were alone for the rest of our shift. I spouted back the details of my falsified file when she asked, but I kept redirecting the conversation to her. She didn’t seem to mind. Emi smiled here and there as her thoughts became apparent and she thought I was interested in her.
I didn’t dissuade her from her assumptions.
Remembering every spy movie I’d ever seen, the man seduced the woman, and on the off chance there was a woman spy she would use her female charm to get what she wanted. I’d never seen one seduce another woman though but I figured it wouldn’t be much different. I could easily lead Emi Ito on for the remainder of the week, but I’d know whether or not she was the spy before then. If she wasn’t, then at least I had someone who enjoyed my company to pass the time with.
Emi also had three other siblings. It was unusual. Most families kept the amount of children to two worldwide to prevent overpopulation; humans finally respecting the limited resources of Earth.
Her family worked on one of the rice farms owned by another, more prominent family. She’d left for the military as soon as she was of age. Emi had made it into one of the illustrious military Academies and graduated early. She was only twenty-one and had already spent most of her life in the military.
It made me think of Wolfe’s career. I hadn’t been able to help myself when Ryojin had given me access to his files as well as Donnelly’s. Wolfe had joined Duke’s Military Academy at twelve years old. It was so out of my sphere of reality it was difficult to comprehend that kind of lifestyle.
Emi and I made our way back to the guardhouse, a small room near the center of the base not far from the lounge and clocked out. Our replacements had shown up at dawn, or what would be dawn if there was a sun. Enzo ran on Earth time.
In those hours we stood guard I’d gleaned Emi was definitely on the base for the Heishi Project and she was a shoe-in if what she told me was true. I was almost one hundred percent sure she wasn’t the spy, but I had to be positive she didn’t have the tattoo hiding somewhere. I smiled. She was convinced I was interested in her as more than just a friend and her assumption would make it easy to see if a tattoo was hidden.
A superior spy wouldn’t have the tattoo and if they did it wouldn’t be in the same place as Imri’s and Leo’s. Come to think of it, did Kris have the tattoo? I brought up the memory of him walking out of the gate and through the silvery viscous fluid. He’d been wearing a coat. I wouldn’t have been able to see it.
“What would you like to drink, Daniels?” Emi asked me.
Ryojin had given me the name Amy Daniels, an inside joke. It was the same name I’d used the first time I’d infiltrated Enzo with Wolfe. “Call me Amy,” I told her with a shy smile. Internally I sighed. This game was tedious. She blushed at my suggestion though and I knew I’d made the right call.
“Alright…Amy, would you like to grab a beer with me?”
I nodded and leaned with my back to the bar as she ordered the drinks. My eyes scanned the room to see who else was in the lounge with us and if any of them were potential targets for me to become close to. The Federation Military frowned on fraternization but it wasn’t against the rules. If it compromised your job they gave you a slap on the wrist and a court martial to assign some petty punishment.
As long as I kept it discreet no one would care. I saw the way the other soldiers eyed me, both men and women. I was fresh meat and the base was relatively small. It was a lot like a boarding school in the sense that at some point everyone has slept with everyone and a new conquest excited all participants into a game of who gets first dibs.
A handsome man in the corner playing solitaire gave me a wink and I resisted rolling my eyes. He definitely didn’t make the list of spy. He was far too attractive and extroverted. Per the jacket across the back of the chair he was one of the pilots who’d come in during my shift after their practice run.
“Amy?”
I turned at the sound of Emi’s soft voice and gave her a warm smile. I thanked her and then sipped at the drink she’d handed me. Her blue eyes glittered in the low light of the lounge and I really looked at her. She was absolutely gorgeous. My view from the side hadn’t done her justice.
She let her hair out of its tight bun and the straight black hair fell over her shoulders and instantly made her stand out among the other soldiers. From the unsure jerks of her hands it wasn’t something she normally did outside of her room. She knew how pretty she was and kept it hidden.
I leaned forward and set my drink down. I removed my shirt to expose the tank top underneath and tied it around my waist, hoping she would do the same. The lounge was one of only three places where uniform rules weren’t enforced.
It was here, the showers, or the privacy of our rooms. I didn’t want to push things too far with Emi. It was only the first day and jumping into a fake relationship so early would only cramp my ability to play the same game with others.
As I thought she would, Emi mimicked my body language and took her own shirt off and tied it around her waist. Most didn’t notice they copied the body language of the person they were interested in. I let my own hair down and tossed my cap on the bar.
Instantly she relaxed and led me to a table in the center of the room. I gathered from her familiarity it was one she used frequently. I would normally have chosen one where I could keep my back to the wall but I would make do. The graveyard shift had ended. Others would soon trickle in as well.
We talked quietly about nothing and drank our beers. Her hand brushed mine a few times as she spoke. It was too easy. My gaze went over her arms and the rest of her exposed skin. No tattoos at all, my suspicions were confirmed. Emi was not the spy.
I crossed her off my mental list after adding a few more possibilities as soldiers came and went from my periphery. Once the traffic died down I figured I wouldn’t find any new suspects until the next shift was over – I checked the time – in about eight hours.
She yawned and I quickly jumped on it as an excuse. I told her I needed some sleep and I’d see her later during our shift. I stood and gave her a wink before I took my time walking across the lounge, putting names to the faces from the name tags I could see.
Disappointment had crossed her face but she followed me out easily enough and we parted ways, our quarters on opposite ends of the barracks. Once I was alone I quickened my pace until I reached my temporary room and placed my hand on the door. The blue light scanned my hand and slid open. I’d take a nap for a few hours and then head to the gym.
I grimaced as I stripped down and changed into my sweats. I was alone in the room. My roommates were on the dayshift which was a good call on Ryojin’s part. It would make my coming and going less obvious to them and keep their suspicions low.
Sliding into the bottom bunk I rolled over onto my side to face the wall. I was the only one without personal items decorating my space, something I’d have to remedy soon. Mentally I shifted my schedule as I remember Tiberius.
Lunch was when I could visit the cub, though getting away would be tricky. With a night shift I could simply say I needed to sleep and wake up early. I needed less sleep now anyway thanks to my improved system. Four hours and I was good, but on occasion I liked to indulge and sleep longer. Never knowing when I might need the extra energy.
I’d see Tiberius first and then go to the gym. As long as I stayed off the officer’s level I should be okay. I would have to stay as far away from the class of children as I could. Those monsters would definitely remember me after the beating they’d given me.
I fell asleep in seconds and my internal clock woke me exactly four hours later. Feeling rejuvenated I checked my vambrace. I was getting better at making myself fall asleep on command.
There would be enough time for Tiberius, a few hours in the gym, and then a shower before I had to make my way to the guardhouse to report in. Working out was a daily requirement of each soldier. The artificial gravity was as close to Earth’s as possible, but it wasn’t perfect. If we didn’t work with the weights the muscles would easily weaken and the soldiers couldn’t afford that.
Quickly I slipped on my uniform. I’d have to change back into my sweats in the officer’s wing to walk Tiberius. It would keep the attention away from my new mission. It’d be so much easier if Ryojin had given me a list of suspects, but no, I had to make my own list out of the thousands of soldiers on the base, another test from the general.
As I made my way through the base to the officer’s wing and Tiberius I tried to rule out chunks of people based on rank, position, and job. It was difficult when I was positive almost everyone on Enzo was a potential candidate for the Heishi Project. Otherwise I didn’t think the Federation would risk them finding out about it.
I passed the soldier’s lounge and heard shouts and laughter. Glancing in I saw more people than I’d thought there would be at this hour. Alcohol wasn’t prohibited by the time of day as long as the soldiers on duty stayed sober enough to do their jobs. The Federation had a curious mixture of tight-fisted control and leniency. Most of humanity were little more than slaves, but slaves with enough freedom they couldn’t see the shackles binding them and controlling them.
I changed direction at the last minute and went into the lounge, finding the source of the commotion. Four people sat at one of the larger tables with cards playing what looked like poker, and everyone else gathered round to watch, shouting encouragement or groans depending on the hand.
Biting my lip in thought I crossed to the bar and kept my eyes forward so they wouldn’t notice my inspection. I didn’t think I’d find who I needed to by talking to each and every soldier, but I could listen to some gossip and gather information that might help me find the spy.
I needed to eat anyway so I ordered something easy from the bar, only mildly worried at the extra cost. If I’d gone to the mess hall I wouldn’t have to pay, but the food at the bar was better and they had specialty items. The bartender didn’t look at me strangely when I asked for the soup of the day and a cheese sandwich.
It would be easy and filling, the meat-based soup would give me the protein I needed. My metabolism was ridiculously high now. I ate every few hours, but could go days without food if needed.
The food came a few minutes later and I listened hard to each conversation in the lounge as I ate, sifting through the voices and absorbing the topics and emotions. Nothing interesting was being said. By the time I finished eating I’d done the calculations. Nobody currently in the room fit the Federation’s description of a spy.
Disappointed I shoved the empty bowl and plate away and stood up. I still had time to walk Tiberius before I needed to be in the gym. I made my way back to the officer’s lounge with my eyes to the ground. It made me look small and submissive in comparison to all the strong and confident soldiers I passed by.
They had no idea how closely I watched them.



Chapter Nine
 
It was the first time I’d ever been in the three-story gym on Enzo alone. It was a massive place to be able to comfortably hold the entire population of the base’s soldiers. I made sure to stay away from the third floor which was usually reserved for officer’s and the groups of young recruits I was almost positive had been genetically altered at birth and raised on the base.
The third floor was the nicest part of the gym and normally where Ryojin took me to train. The mats on the floor were always clean and looked new. The officer’s had steam rooms as well as a huge sauna and gorgeous, private showers. The equipment was shiny and well kept. There weren’t enough officers on the base to crowd the floor and the rest of the normal soldiers weren’t allowed up there. Now I was lumped in with them all during this mission.
As long as I avoided the third floor I shouldn’t be recognized by the little brats. They were the only people I actually worried about noticing me, though I was pretty confident they knew better than to say anything.
The second floor held the pool and the running track. Treadmills took up too much room and the track was easier, circling the football-field-sized pool. There were open showers nearby rinse off in, and a grungy steam room next to a smelly sauna. I wrinkled my nose as I passed them and went to the empty space in front of a mirror in the corner to stretch. I would run for a bit and then head down to the first floor where most of the equipment was.
The first floor held all the weights and exercise equipment one could dream up. They were worn out but well taken care of. Near the bathrooms and locker room with its more private set of showers was a room which was lit up when there were various classes going on.
It wasn’t like going to an aerobics class at a gym during my era, but more like going to a Muay Thai class, vicious and efficient. A plex attached to the wall outside the room held a schedule of various other classes to improve one’s skill. There were the different hand-to-hand combat styles as well as various handheld weapons not classified as a type of gun; knives, long knives, sticks and even one class on the swords Ryojin favored.
As I leaned forward to touch my toes I glanced at my vambrace. I had two hours before I had to check in at the guardhouse for my shift. It was plenty of time to add more people to my list. I only had a few half-hearted ideas and worried about the report I’d have to write for Ryojin later.
Everyone was so damned boring and normal, their attempts at rising in the ranks caused a bit of drama among competitors, but nothing concerning. The officer’s liked to laugh at the attempts and take bets on who would sabotage who, or who would be the next candidate accepted into the genetic program.
This I’d learned before my assignment. Without Tiberius I was invisible in the officer’s lounge and as long as I was quiet they forgot about me. I’d spent the last few weeks listening in on their conversations. Only two officers were suspicious enough for me to add to my mental list and I was grateful I could easily write off the rest of them without wasting any of the four days I’d been given.
I twisted back and forth at the waist and watched each person on the floor for a few seconds before moving on to the next. I don’t know what I expected to find out while these people were busy exercising. There wasn’t an easy way to do this without kicking up suspicions myself.
Slowly I started around the track at an easy jog, purposefully keeping my pace slower than everyone else. I’d like to think Ryojin would have posted me in a position allowing me to do a proper search through the ranks if he thought I needed more freedom. I didn’t know all the Heishi Project subjects and I was only partially familiar with the officers. If Ryojin thought any one of them were the spy he would have put me in a position to be able to investigate them.
As a guard I had almost no clearance except the bare necessities and very little freedom of movement around the base that wouldn’t raise an eyebrow or two in the soldiers who were now higher in rank than me. There were a lot more people at my level or lower than there were above me. If I couldn’t find the spy I could always ask for a ‘promotion’ for access to the restricted areas.
I loped past a few people as I increased my speed, making sure it was as normal as I could manage. The others on the track were the ruler I measured myself by. I couldn’t afford to let myself go and enjoy the run. I was too fast and I didn’t want anyone looking at me before I was ready to let them.
As I searched each person’s face, body language, and general demeanor I pulled up everything I could remember about John Smith, the spy I’d talked to the last time I was on Enzo looking for my brother. I never would have found Smith if he hadn’t wanted me to and I wasn’t even the one who found him. He’d shown up in my quarters like a ghost. I still didn’t know how he’d made it into the officer’s wing and into my room without tripping any alarms. His rank hadn’t been high enough for him to have his own rooms there.
I squinted at the memory and the running track fell away. The memory of him standing before me filled my vision as I paused the thought like a recording so I could inspect his uniform. He had never told me his rank or job on the base and I’d never asked. His uniform had been almost identical to the one I wore when I was on duty which meant he didn’t work as a lab tech or scientist and he was definitely not an officer since their uniforms were black and not grey.
The insignia over his heart was the standard Federation emblem and the different colored bars showed he had a high pay grade to go with his mid-level rank per the chevrons. I searched his uniform for the second emblem that would tell me what branch he’d been a part of.
I found the patch on his shoulder but it was only partially in my line of sight and I had to sift through to another memory to find one with the entire embroidered patch visible. The mass of gunmetal grey thread, a tad darker than his uniform, formed a wrench. He had been one of the engineers or mechanics.
My eyes caught those of the man I passed around the track and I smiled at him, feeling his eyes watch me as I continued ahead of him. His gaze never left my body as I rounded the corner again. I wasn’t sweating and wouldn’t start to unless I kept up the same pace for the next few hours, or if I ran full tilt for thirty minutes to an hour. I liked my new stamina. There was something comforting about knowing I could run away from pretty much anything without getting tired or weak, all those childhood nightmares put to rest.
As a mechanic or engineer Smith would have access to a lot of hidey-holes and restricted areas, but low enough in rank he would be able to mingle with ninety percent of the soldiers on the base. I frowned as I made another slow lap, my legs and arms pumping rhythmically. Were Smith and this other spy on the base at the same time and if they were would it make sense for them to be in the same department?
Annoyed at this new problem I sped up to try and burn off the extra energy. I caught up with the guy who had checked me out and I kept pace with him, eyes straight ahead to avoid his curious look. He was cute enough from the corner of my eye even if he was all sweaty and gross. Soldiers in the gym didn’t wear rank, insignia, and branch though most recognized each other from the amount of time spent mingling on the base. I was annoyed with myself. I’d been on Enzo long enough to recognize most everyone by sight but it had never occurred to me to put names and positions to the faces as it never really mattered before. Vowing to access each and every person’s file before bed I put on another burst of speed and hit the stairs at a run. I leapt down to the landing and jogged down the rest two at a time until I hit the first floor of the gym.
A class had already started and the familiar sound of weights clanking eased some of the tension in my muscles. Some things never changed, even five hundred years later.
My two hour workout left me pleasantly warm and my muscles loose. My list of suspects was a bit longer and I had most of the base pegged, dismissing masses of people as I’d watched them. I hadn’t had a chance to meet or see any of the mechanics or engineers. Later I would be able to during the first half of my guard shift.
Suddenly guarding the main hangar made more sense and I squinted as I shook the sweat from my face. Ryojin was a clever bastard and had set me up to succeed without telling me, waiting to see if I’d figure out the situation on my own.
The exercise was mostly for show so I could watch everyone without making anyone uncomfortable. For me to actually get a workout I’d need to work a lot harder than lifting some weights and a nice jog around a track. Ryojin knew how to push me and when I was allowed to go full tilt I could lift twice my weight or more on the third floor and no one would blink an eye. Here with the rest of the normals it would make people nervous. Everyone was in top shape, but there was a difference between normal fit and strong and genetically altered fit and strong.
I didn’t want to be late for check-in and some stupid meeting about rotations or whatever. Keeping my eyes to the ground I crossed the gym to the far side where the bathrooms were. The showers I had access to as a guard was pitiful in comparison to the ones I was used to on the top floor of the gym and in my quarters. I was becoming spoiled.
As a guard I shared my quarters with three other soldiers and we didn’t have a connecting bathroom. The showers were set up in locker-room-style. The bathrooms were huge and mixed gender as was everything in the military. Some of the rooms in the barracks were shared by men and women. It was strange to me, but not nearly as strange as sharing a shower with half of the male soldiers on the base.
I enjoyed the gender equality but was hesitant to stand naked in front of a man as I showered. There was nothing to stop him from looking and even though I could do the same, it felt like a violation. I was probably making something out of nothing. Everyone seemed used to it and it most likely wouldn’t even occur to them to take a long, lingering look.
I walked into the bathroom and stopped for a second in surprise, taking in the huge open room. It was cleaner than I’d anticipated with its white tiles from floor to ceiling. The double-sided sinks ran through half the room and toilets with stalls on either side. It reminded me of a movie theater bathroom only bigger. The showers took up the farthest half of the bathroom, lockers on the sides to keep clothes and toiletries.
There was only one wall in the showers and it was to separate the water and naked bodies from the area with the sinks and the toilets. The water came from the ceiling like rain and all you had to do was step into the shower. Then the water ran down the drains to be cleaned and recycled right back out of the ceiling.
Steam rose up in the bathroom and hung in the air like fog. Somehow the mirrors remained clear. I quickly walked through to the lockers. I watched soldiers walk in and out of the showers from the corner of my eye as I slipped off my dirty shirt and threw it into the locker. I wasn’t modest but ever since Officer Cromwell had stripped me in that dirty, grimy cell I’d been uncomfortable with it. It wasn’t being naked, but that I felt vulnerable with nothing between me and the rest of the world.
The scars he made from cutting into my skin were no longer there. The bruises and cracked ribs healed a long time ago. The only flaw I still had on my skin was my tattoo and it was nearly gone, fading into nothing as my skin became perfect once again. The genetic changes had my body constantly repairing and making new cells and in doing so the ink deep in my skin was pushed out as each layer was replaced with a new one.
I slipped off my bottoms and tried not to look awkward and uncomfortable as I shoved my workout clothes in the locker. I took the pins out of my hair and it fell around my face and shoulders. The curtain of curls gave me a little bit of privacy from the world and it eased some of my anxiety.
If I didn’t relax people would start to wonder why I acted so weird about being naked when it was so normal to them, and then I’d stand out and it would all become complicated. I squared my shoulders and walked into the showers as if it didn’t bother me. Anyone could see all of me if they wanted to. I avoided everyone’s eyes and kept my gaze straight ahead, ignoring the other naked bodies around me.
Stepping into a stream of hot water I closed my eyes and let it loosen my muscles. Doing recon in the showers wasn’t something I thought I was up to, but I focused. The murmurs of conversation were almost drowned out by the sound of the water, but I let it flow through me and filtered out anything interesting or possibly important.
I ran my fingers through my hair, using the water as a detangler. The heat felt amazing on my scalp. Something about water always healed me when I didn’t even know I needed it. It held me together. The thoughts from the last twenty-four hours settled and seemed to slide into place when I let my attention ease up. I’d been scrutinizing everything and everyone since I’d started the mission. I needed to let it all simmer for a while and let my brain chew on what I had rather than beating the details down to death.
The sound of a foot splashing too close reached my ears a second before I felt someone shove me. I stumbled out of the spray and my arms came up, awkwardly wheeling as I tried to find my balance on the slippery, soap soaked tile. I bumped into a few other people before I caught myself and was able to wipe the water out of my eyes.
When I looked up I saw a man staring down at me with a smirk on his face and arms crossed over his bare chest. Confusion warred within me as I tried to figure out what the hell was going on. When others started to gather round my face twisted in disgust.
This was an age old tradition, a bully and a hazing to welcome me among them with shame and terror. That they were doing this in a shower annoyed the hell out of me. I was naked for chrissake. I should have known better and just let myself smell bad during my shift. Four days wasn’t long. I’m sure I could have snuck a shower in in my other quarters.
Why did this have to be in the damn showers?
“Well newbie,” the overly confident naked man said and I almost laughed at the fact I was on the receiving end of the name; the outsider looking in. I’d once called someone else that with the same disgust. “It seems like we need an introduction.”
I stood up straight and resisted the urge to cover myself. No one else was and they all looked at me expectantly. If I were embarrassed it would be a tell I didn’t belong. “Private Amy Daniels, nice to meet you.” My words were stronger than I expected, a confidence I didn’t feel. The cold ident chip between my breasts was a heavy weight. My hand clutched at it against my will, the only sign I was uncomfortable and nervous.
My gaze held the man’s and I refused to look away. This could be a test of dominance, the soldiers no more than animals, vicious as wolves when it came right down to it. We were all here for a reason and the alpha of the pack would be the most likely to join the genetic program. Was I going to be weak and submissive?
I dropped my eyes to the floor at the last second. Not because I couldn’t take him, but because I didn’t want him or the others to know I could. If I was on the bottom of the food chain no one would look at me twice.
He didn’t take the hint and continued his challenge. “I know you’re new here,” he said, inspecting his nails as if we weren’t all naked in the showers. “But if you think you’ll make the program before any one of us, you are so wrong it’s not even funny.”
I kept my eyes to the floor and watched the dozens of feet closely. They shuffled for room to gain a better view, the soldiers pushing and shoving against their neighbors. I even hunched my shoulders a little to get him to back off so I could finish my stupid shower, but the crowd grew more agitated not less. I knew then I wouldn’t make it out of there without a fight.
His feet moved and I brought my head up and moved faster than I probably should have if I wanted to stay undercover. I sidestepped as he rushed me and shoved him so he fell as he passed. I made a face but kept from wiping my hands off. I hated the feeling of his damp, bare skin.
Couldn’t we have done this in the damn gym?
No, I realized, because there weren’t any cameras in the bathrooms.
He turned back on me with a snarl, the onlookers curiously quiet. It occurred to me if they kept the noise down to a minimum no one could hear anything from outside the bathrooms with the sound of the water running.
My feet scrambled for purchase as he rushed me again. He followed my second sidestep and his arms went around my waist as he tackled me to the floor. Air burst out of my lungs at the impact and my head slammed into the tile.
The crack frightened me. Was it the tile or my skull?
The pain didn’t register as I instantly shoved it down deep. Water poured over my face, threatening to drown me. I tried to push him off. The feel of his skin against mine hit my creepy meter and set it into overdrive. I didn’t want him touching me. With a grunt I shoved him off to the side and he hit the wet tile with a smack.
His obvious surprise at my strength gave me a two second window to catch my breath and I gingerly touched the back of my head to assess the damage. My fingers came away bloody. I glanced at the floor and noticed the hairline fractures in the tile. The floor didn’t win, but it was a definite draw. Pain pounded in my skull like a thousand hammers the moment I acknowledged its existence.
I knew I’d be fine though. I only had to make it through the next few minutes without allowing myself to tap into my ‘extra’ skills. I groaned internally with the knowledge of how much it would hurt to let him win. He rushed me again and I barely blocked him, redirecting his punch so it still hit me, but much of the power behind it was lost. I jerked back when he connected, the strike still shocking me and I let myself stumble. How much of a beating would I have to take before he was satisfied?
The others on the edge pushed me back into the makeshift circle and he kicked sideways at my ribs, giving me an eyeful I didn’t want. I caught his foot a second before it landed and then let go at the last second. My ribs ached in protest.
It was so much harder to lose than I thought it would be. Everything in me screamed to fight back. I could easily take him and he didn’t deserve to be the unspoken leader of the lower ranking soldiers. As I fell to the tile again, bracing myself, I grimaced and pushed the urge to retaliate down as far as possible. It left me shaking and breathless from the effort.
The large man with his warm brown skin glistened with the droplets from the shower, sparkling in the light like crystals. His strikingly blue eyes narrowed at me in suspicion. He’d felt my strength as I dampened his kick and I’d confused him when I fell. He knew something was off but couldn’t quite make the connection. He kicked me as I lay on the floor, not making a move to stand up. This time I let his kick land full strength and I felt something break when his foot made contact with my ribcage. My breath puffed out and agony rippled over me before I could shove it down. I curled around my middle, the pain already under control. Discreetly I felt my ribs.
I frowned under the curtain of my hair. He’d fractured one if not two of my ribs. I could smell the blood from my head leaking onto the tile and draining into the pipes.
“Are you going to get up and fight?” he asked. His voice was full of bluster. He thought he’d won.
I peeked through my hair and stayed in the fetal position, glad I could hide part of my body at least. He frowned at me when I didn’t move and didn’t respond to his taunts. The soldiers around him looked satisfied and started to disperse. It was over, thank god. His inner bully came out and he drew back to kick me again, one last time while I was down and cowering.
It was nearly impossible to do anything in retaliation. I curled tighter into a smaller ball and waited for the blow. It would break apart the two fractured ribs completely and probably a few more. I’d have to pretend to be injured and it might take me off guard duty. I was torn and didn’t know what the right choice was. Protect myself and possibly blow my cover, or let him take me out and make my job nearly impossible?
The kick never came and I was saved from having to decide when I heard a smack of wet flesh against wet flesh. Emi’s soft but strong voice washed over me.
“Carter!” she snapped. “You won now leave her alone.”
Her soft hands carefully ran over the damage on my body she could see. Carter grumbled but walked away and with only a few mutters everyone went back to the task of getting clean. Emi helped me up and I let her, one arm still wrapped around my side, holding my ribs together until I could wrap them. I suddenly didn’t feel like I needed a shower all that badly, but I had to rinse off. The feeling of his hands on my bare skin seemed to crawl along my senses and it made me shudder.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
Emi was naked as well and I carefully kept my eyes to her face and nodded.
I refused to walk out of there beaten and went back to my shower. Carefully I washed my hair. I could feel Emi’s presence close by, hovering and worried but I ignored her. Each motion was stilted and pained but I soaped the sweat off. She followed me as I slowly made my way back to the locker. The weight of everyone’s eyes following me was almost too much.
It wasn’t the pain or the shame of losing, but suddenly I felt bare down to my soul and didn’t like it. Emi followed me like a shadow, concern written all over her face as I slowly stepped into my pants and buttoned them. I didn’t like her so close, but I also appreciated the buffer she’d created between me and the rest of them.
“Wait here a second,” she said and disappeared with her towel wrapped around her.
My sports bra went on next and I carefully eased it on. The motion pulled and I could feel the swelling in my side already. Glancing down I saw the purple blossoming. Annoyed I reached for my button down shirt and wondered if I had time to stop by Lyn’s lab before my shift.
I paused as I thought about how much had changed in the last few months. Now I was willing to go to her for her injections and I was curious when I had decided to trust her, even if it was subconsciously.
“Here,” Emi said softly, reappearing at my side with a few yards of cloth. “You really should go to the infirmary but I have a feeling you won’t.” Her tiny, amused smile struck me and I was surprised at how grateful I was for her presence.
She helped me wrap my ribs with the stretchy cloth. I twisted into her to make the binding as tight as possible. She secured it with a deft twist and tuck. Then she took a step back to inspect her handiwork. Immediately I felt better. It was easier to breathe; the dull stabbing pain almost nonexistent as I shoved it back even further.
“Thank you,” I said.
“No problem,” she told me, reaching into the locker next to mine for her uniform.
The wrap supported me and made moving less painful. I finished putting the rest of my uniform on. The long-sleeved shirt draped over my shoulders and I buttoned from the bottom up and then tucked it into my pants. The pulse-proof vest went on over it and then I slipped my feet into my boots, sitting on the bench to lace them up properly. The fabric of the uniform was soft and supple. It held its shape well while still having enough give for comfort. The combat boots were amazingly comfortable as well. The soles were squishy but also had a little give so it cushioned my feet while still allowing me to run.
I grabbed my hair pins and towel dried my hair. How was I going to comb it out now? I’d forgotten to bring something to make it manageable enough to put it up in the stupid, standard bun. Without saying a word Emi handed me her comb and I smiled at her in gratitude. I quickly combed out the tangles in my hair as I watched her lace on her own boots, tucking her pants into them as I had. I was glad she wasn’t the spy because I could feel myself getting emotionally attached to her. Regardless of how this mission played out I knew my feelings were going to get me in trouble with Ryojin.
Not to mention she would notice when I suddenly disappeared. What would I tell her when she saw me wandering around with Tiberius? I shouldn’t have let her get so close.
She waited for me as I slowly stood and shoved my sweats back in the locker for the next day. Her face broadcasted her emotions so clearly. I could see how much she cared about me. There was a sparkle in her eyes as she walked me out of the bathrooms.
We walked down the halls to our assigned guardhouse. There was some time before our shift, but I wanted to be early. I wouldn’t be able to snoop around the captain’s office with her by my side, but I could enjoy the leisurely walk there. I turned to tell her thank you again and she pushed me into a doorway so quickly I stumbled back until I felt the wall at my back. She was gentle as she held me, mindful of my injuries. Then her hands held my face and I suddenly realized she was taller than me.
My mind blanked and I could do nothing, in shock as her soft lips touched mine.
My thoughts raced as I calculated the odds of someone walking by and seeing us and what would happen if they did. Enzo took the no fraternization rule very seriously since everyone on the base was there for an important mission. I couldn’t imagine what Ryojin would say when I put this in the report. I would leave it out if I could but he watched me, I knew it, and I had to put it in if I wanted him to continue trusting me.
Her kiss was gentle and soft, almost hesitant when I didn’t immediately respond. Instantly I relaxed and kissed her back. The scent of her soap tickled my nose and my hands drifted to her waist.
As quickly as it begun it ended, and she stepped back to walk down the hall as if nothing had happened. If it weren’t for her knowing smile I would have wondered if I’d imagined the whole thing.
I jogged to catch up to her and we walked to the guardhouse like any other pair of soldiers on the base, nonchalant and carefully bored. I couldn’t help myself as I reached up to touch my lips, tracing where hers had touched mine.
This was definitely going to complicate things.



Chapter Ten
 
Before our shift had started I sent Ryojin a full report in the ten minutes I sat in the guardroom waiting to clock in. Emi had said nothing the entire way there and nothing the first few hours we stood guard. I had watched the fighter pilots suit up and then fly out of the hangar for their evening practice. Briefly I wondered what it would be like to be a part of their platoon.
Glancing at Emi out of the corner of my eye, I figured I should say something before things grew more awkward. “Um,” I said, clearing my throat. “Thank you again for your help.” I didn’t want to tell her I’d be in less pain if she’d left me alone so I could see Lyn.
As it was my entire side ached. The tingling of the muscles healing and the sharp pain of the bone sealing back together was a constant background noise I forcibly ignored. Without the healing serum it would take a day or two for the fractures to knit back together and another day for the bruising to disappear completely. With an injection I would have been back to perfect in a few hours.
Emi smiled and I watched her closely. She gave nothing away. If she didn’t want to talk about it that was fine with me. I had a thousand other things to do. I only had three more days before I had to bring the spy to Ryojin and I hadn’t managed to talk to anyone in the mechanical engineering department.
Being on the graveyard shift made my search twice as difficult, I never saw anyone while I was on guard duty. There were the few people who worked graveyard in the hangars to keep everything in top shape, doing work they could only do when the majority of the base was asleep, but there were three hangars and a thousand hidey-holes on the base where mechanic’s work might need to be done. I shifted slightly and kept from biting my lip as I worked out how I’d manage to see the engineering staff.
When I had only an hour left of my shift the halls began to fill as dawn approached. Most soldiers were headed to the mess hall for breakfast, and some were on their way to their early duties. My eyes caught on a woman I recognized and my grip tightened on my rifle until my knuckles were white.
Her golden brown hair with its streaks of blonde was wrapped up in a bun as mine was but her curls tried to escape. The caramel of her skin offset the green of her eyes and she was absolutely gorgeous, even in her officer’s uniform that did nothing for her curves. The way she walked was a mixture of professionalism demanding attention and respect, and an almost sultry sway of her hips. I watched as she came down the hall, looking as if she were headed for the hangar.
Naois.
This was the woman who had helped take me from Asgard, the one who’d warned Donnelly of Wolfe’s approaching transport, and one of the people who had dragged me from his Command to throw me in a cell. The hatred coursed through me and it shocked me with its sudden strength. I thought I’d gotten most of it under control, moved on and all that. Apparently I’d only hidden it better than ever before.
She caught my eye, almost as if she’d known I’d been thinking about her. My gaze fastened on her in suspicion. Naois walked right up to me and I saluted as was expected of me. Her rank was much higher than mine as a Master at Arms. Naois held out her hand and I had no idea what to do. “I wanted to welcome you to Enzo, new recruit,” she said, the barest hint of a smile at the corners of her mouth.
I clasped her arm – forearm to forearm. People didn’t shake hands anymore. Naois drew away and something slipped into my hand before I could bring it back to my rifle. “Thank you, sir,” I said. “It’s an honor. Is there anything I can do for you?”
She slipped her hands in her pockets, a mirror of Ryojin as she studied first me and then Emi. “No, thank you. Carry on soldiers.”
We both saluted again and I watched her walk away in my periphery. The bit of something she’d slipped me went up my sleeve and under my vambrace before anyone noticed. She wasn’t working for Donnelly anymore which meant Ryojin thought she was good enough at her job to carry on her duties for him.
Curiosity tickled my awareness as I wondered what she’d given me. Whatever it was, I hoped it would help me find the rat faster.
As soon as my shift was over I clocked out and told Emi I would catch up with her later. My pace was sedate and normal all the way to my shared quarters but I wanted to run. I’d sent Ryojin my full report of the first day along with my list of suspicious characters; people I thought fit the profile of rebel spy.
I’d spent time reading through the personnel files and now I could spot and recognize anyone including their rank and post. A personnel file didn’t tell me much about the actual person though. There was only a brief military history, their medical work up from Lyn along with their potential for a successful genetic alteration.
The barracks were silent as everyone was in the mess hall about to start their day. Only a small handful of us were on the nightshift. I got into my bunk and slipped my plex out from under my pillow, rolling to my side and facing the wall. It would look like I was napping.
I yanked the hard plastic from my sleeve and tapped it to my plex. A scrolling code ran down my screen for a few moments and then the file opened, being programmed to recognize only my plex and no other. A file popped up and I tapped it. There was a small note from Ryojin along with a list of personnel and their pictures.
He praised my hard work and asked after my ribs. I knew there was no way he could have seen what had happened on security cameras which meant he had his own spies among the ranks. He also told me to ignore most of my list and to focus on three of them specifically.
Did Ryojin already know who the spy was? The mission was a job for me yes, but I also had a feeling it was a test, and not the kind of test to see how well I could do. It felt like a test to see where my loyalties lie and to find out how well I could follow orders while out in the field on my own.
I inhaled sharply when I recognized my captain of the guard. I had thrown him on my list but not because I’d noticed anything suspicious. I’d put him there because he had access to everyone’s comings and goings, he was in charge of an entire hangar and all of its ships. It would be easy for him to send off information and hide anything he didn’t want the Federation to know about. As Captain of the Guard he could easily allow more rebel spies to enter and infiltrate the base. He would be the first one I would talk to when given the chance.
The other two fit my profile perfectly for spies. The man with the beautiful dark skin was a mechanical engineer and the second was a woman officer who spent a lot of time gambling in the officer’s lounge. The officer I had watched for months. I didn’t like her snotty attitude. I never could figure out what exactly it was she did on the base.
The man would be more likely than the officer, easier to hide and more places he could go undetected. The captain of the guard would be easy to write off, and then I’d find Engineer Leblanc.
I turned off my plex and slipped the now wiped cube of plastic into my back pocket. I’d toss it the next chance I got. Arranging my schedule for the next twelve hours in my head I started to drift off. It would be another short nap before making my rounds.
The captain of the guard, Colton, was a creature of habit. I’d seen him bring his coffee and biscuits into his office almost every day I had been on the base, even if I hadn’t known it was him at the time. He would eat a heavy breakfast in the mess hall with his first cup of coffee and then head to his office to look over the schedule for the next twenty-four hours. After that he would answer messages for a few hours before walking the entire length of the base to make sure his guards were where they were supposed to be. After lunch he took a four hour nap so he could be awake during the next shift change. His routine in the evening was the exact same as the morning except he went to the gym for two hours before the evening meal.
If it wasn’t for his access to the hangars without supervision I wouldn’t have even put him on the list. He was so boring and predictable. When would he have a chance to send out encoded messages to the rebellion and receive them?
I tugged my hair out of the pins and let it cascade over my pillow and then turned onto my back. I absently ran my fingers through it so the strands fanned out like a halo around my head. The best time to try and instigate some sort of conversation with the captain would be right before his shift ended, at the slowest point of his day. Closing my eyes I let my mind drift and settle the pieces of information I’d gathered in the appropriate places. Soon I would find the mole and then I’d be back to my regular routine with Ryojin. A routine I surprisingly missed.
The easiest way to make the captain open up would be to seduce him, but did I want to do that after what happened with Emi? I threw an arm over my eyes to block out the ambient light from the hallway. It was always hard for me to sleep during the day. I had to find a way to simply talk to the captain; maybe if we worked out together I would get the chance. I pulled the blankets up and told myself to go to sleep.
***
A sparring session with the captain had been a mistake. My ribs were still bruised which I’m sure he knew about. He seemed to use it to his advantage as we slowly warmed up and then eased into a mixed martial arts type of fighting but with light touches instead of full force.
 Colton had no tattoo I could see. The man liked to work out with no shirt on and spar with bare feet. I couldn’t help but look at his well chiseled chest as we fought. He was a beautiful man, his warm brown skin shone in the light when he sweated. It was almost a glow. Colton was a head taller than me but built like a steam engine. All his muscles were stocky solid, like a wrestler back in my day. For all his weight he was quick on his feet. Unless his rebel tattoo was on his legs or ass, there wasn’t one on his body. I honestly didn’t think he was the spy.
He was so nice and easygoing. I’d given him the bullshit excuse of I needed to toughen up because of what happened to me in the showers and I couldn’t take care of myself blah, blah. He was accommodating. I liked that about Colton. It seemed like the captain truly cared about the men and women he was in charge of.
I’d skipped my time with Tiberius to investigate the female officer and as I suspected, it wasn’t her either. It was almost too easy to stop by my rooms and grab the master key I’d snagged from Ryojin. It was a copy and he never noticed it went missing for an hour. I searched her rooms while she was on duty and nothing came up. From what I’d seen of her in the lounge I knew she didn’t have a tattoo either. Her favorite game was strip poker. Why Ryojin had her as one of the top three was beyond me.
I had a few hours before my next guard shift started and I wanted to accidentally run into the mechanic. It wouldn’t be easy, but if I did it exactly as I’d planned out in my head I would be perfect. Avoiding the main hallways of the base where the most people congregated, I made my way to one of the laundry rooms. I dropped off one of my uniforms and picked up another, slicker than snot. I never broke my stride as I walked by the pickup station. The new uniform under my arm wasn’t a guard uniform, but engineering coveralls.
There was a room near my guard station where the pilots would meet before practice and go over their strategies and how to improve. During dinner it was abandoned. I quickly changed there, leaving the lights off, and then stuffed my guard uniform underneath one of the seats in the back.
I kept my head down and made my way to the hangar where Dako Leblanc the engineer was scheduled to run maintenance on one of the fighter ships. All I had to do was run into him, chat him up, and then tap my plex against his if at all possible. Thanks to all the studying Ryojin had me doing I’d gotten proficient at this new technology. My old hacker skills made it too easy to learn how to write new programs to do my bidding.
One of technology’s greatest weaknesses now was its accessibility. For convenience sake data transfers were idiot-proof and unless the plex was heavily safeguarded it would give up the asked for information without a fight. Even if it did have safety settings, I prepared for it.
I saw Dako under the assigned fighter ship; deep in the engine with his tools spread everywhere. It was easy to spot him among the others and I smiled in pleasant surprise to notice he looked exactly like his personnel photo. The uniform I’d grabbed was a lower rank than his, something I’d made sure of. I was no better than a servant, assigned to fetch anything the engineers might need up to and including coffee. I wanted him to ask me for something to give me an excuse to move closer. Meekly I reached for the tools he’d set aside, took out a rag and began to clean them.
“You there, can you grab me the solder?” he asked without even looking at me.
I grabbed the tiny pen and handed it to him, my hip brushing against him until I felt a tiny click when the plex in my pocket tapped his briefly. Now that I’d made a connection it would transfer as long as I stayed within a 3 meter radius of his plex.
“Thanks,” he said, his voice muffled as he stood on his step ladder with his head in the interior of the fuselage.
I said nothing since he didn’t expect me to reply. He tossed me back the solder when he was done and I caught it, the warm tip touching my skin. I put it away where it belonged and waited for his next command. Dako popped out of the ship and looked down at me in question.
“You’re new aren’t you?” he asked.
I nodded, playing up the weak-willed act.
“Welcome to Enzo,” he said with a laugh and it made me feel warm inside. Dako wasn’t just another soldier looking out for number one. “I’m sure you’ll get used to everything soon. I remember my first day, and I couldn’t believe how big everything was after the small lab at my last port.” He sat down on one of the steps and leaned back, one elbow on the stair above him and the other arm dangling over his knee.
Not sure what to say I kneeled on the dirty tarmac with oil all over it to finish cleaning the rest of the tools, carefully placing each back where it belonged in the huge hover toolbox nearby. It wasn’t too difficult to figure out where they went. Each empty space was in the shape of the tool and like a puzzle all you had to do was find the matching piece.
Dako had light brown skin, almost white if not for the warm tone. At his palest he was still darker than my natural skin tone, but with my fake tan we almost matched. My plex vibrated and I knew the download was complete. I had to come up with an excuse to check it.
With Dako’s coveralls unzipped to his waist and only a tank top on underneath, I could clearly see there was no tattoo on his arm or any other place. Again, I wondered if a spy would have it somewhere so obvious, but Leo did. He simply made sure to cover it up all the time. I’d been so sure it was Dako based on Smith’s infiltration, but maybe I was wrong? I hadn’t gone through Colton’s office yet or searched his computer. I could do that after my shift if I couldn’t find anything on the engineer.
I almost frowned before I realized Dako still watched me. “Anything else I can get for you, sir?” I asked as I put the last of his tools away.
He gave me a winning smile and a thumb’s up. “No, I’m pretty much done here. I have to close up and I’ll be done with my shift. What about you? When is your shift over?”
He wanted to hang out. Great, I had to figure out how to do that without giving away I was technically a guard and not a technician. If Colton wasn’t my spy then I’d need to dig deeper with Dako.
If neither of them were I had no idea what I would do next.
I ducked my head and let a soft smile play over my face as if his question embarrassed but pleased me. “I only just started my shift,” I told him, keeping my voice as airy as possible. “Maybe I’ll be able to tomorrow?”
He nodded and watched me make my way through the hangar towards a bathroom for engineers only. It was close and kept them from wandering. At the last second I cut to the left when he wasn’t looking and left the hangar through the back, behind the equipment and ships. The pilot’s meeting room wouldn’t be empty for much longer.
Quickly I changed back into my guard uniform and hid the engineer coveralls for another time. I still had a small window before the captain of the guard would be in his office. It was between shifts so no one should be in there to clock in or out for another two hours. Things were going my way and I had hope I’d find the right person soon. If it wasn’t these three suspects I’d have to start all over again and I would definitely miss my four day deadline.
I slipped my master key from my pocket as I entered the guardhouse. The captain’s office was adjoined to the room and always locked when Colton was out. The key I had would open any door on the base however, and as long as I was done snooping before anyone came I’d be golden. Awkward questions about how I got in weren’t ideal.
Glancing over my shoulder to make sure no one else was going to come in the guardhouse for coffee or some other stupid reason, I pressed the key to the captain’s door and it slid open noiselessly. I stepped through and locked the door behind me. It screwed me out of an easy exit but I didn’t want anyone to notice the door was unlocked if they came through before I was done.
I took out my plex and scanned the info I stole from Dako. The program I’d created had tagged a few items of possible interest, but nothing substantial. Annoyed I exited out of the program and tapped on the security system of Enzo. I had hacked into it as soon as I’d learned how, keeping my presence to a minimum. As long as I didn’t change anything and only observed no one would notice my piggyback on the system unless they looked for it.
Sure, Ryojin had attempted to prevent me from doing anything like this when he gave me a plex with very restricted access. I don’t know what he expected to happen after I’d learned how to program, though it was only a week or two ago he’d had me study it so perhaps he thought I was loyal enough to him to not do any damage. Ryojin and his truth tests; no I didn’t plan on doing any damage and I fully expected to learn everything he could teach me and more. It was why I was still there and didn’t plan to escape.
Not yet.
Quick and silent I searched the captain’s office; nothing important turned up in his locker or on his shelves. The desk was bland as well, though there was one locked drawer. It could be nothing as most soldiers of his rank had sensitive information not meant for a lowly guard.
I set my plex on top of his desk and tapped the surface. His login popped up and I set my plex to cracking the password as I worked on the drawer. Pulling two pins out of my hair I set them to the lock. It was an old school lock too and not a fingerprint trigger. It didn’t use any modern technology and I was curious where he’d found something so old and outdated.
I hadn’t seen one tumbler lock since waking up on Earth all those months ago and the fact he had one intrigued me. Lock-picking wasn’t something Ryojin could teach me, but it was something I’d learned as a teenager. My brother and I would waste away the hours picking locks while we sat in the hospital as he received his chemo. I grimaced and wiggled one of the pins. It had been a while since I had to pick a lock and the reminder of my brother filled me with guilt.
I’d spent months looking for his stupid ass with Wolfe. Why Wolfe had even helped me in the first place still wasn’t clear to me. I guess he felt bad for my capture by the police on Earth. They thought I had something to do with his illegal smugglings but it had only been bad timing and bad luck. Wolfe could take a job anywhere in the galaxy, but it wasn’t cheap for him to fly across the universe looking for my brother and he’d done it anyway.
When we’d finally found Kris after a wild goose chase, it was through a damn gate no human knew existed as a means of travel. Ricky did, and he’d told me to keep my mouth shut, and then he had asked me to go with Donnelly on the small chance the Federation would search the temple on Asgard and find the hidden gate.
There was a click of a tumbler and I wiggled the pin some more. This was taking too long. It made me anxious. My plex pinged and I glanced up to see the computer hologram opening up to everything the captain had on his computer. I held the two pins with one hand and initiated a data transfer; ten minutes. I grimaced. It was longer than I’d prefer, but it gave me more time to work the stupid lock open.
I tempered my frustration and kept my hands loose. If I tried to force it I could break the lock. It would open the drawer, but it would also tell the captain someone had been through his stuff. I didn’t want to chance him having a secondary lock that would initiate when the first was broken. It would make the chances of me getting the drawer open nil.
How had the rebels even learned about the gates? I wondered. I wove the pick through tumblers, slowly letting out a breath. I wanted to know why the gates made Ricky so jumpy and nervous. He’d shoved me at Donnelly like a sacrificial lamb and the only reason I’d gone along with it was because I didn’t want the psycho finding my brother.
The Federation knew about him, but he was a ghost on their radar. They could never quite catch him and he was always a step or three ahead of them, which meant he had spies everywhere. He had to be high in the ranks of the Jaguarundi for so many to report to him. I’d read up on everything the Federation had on the rebellion which was extremely extensive, but it didn’t tell me how my brother had fallen into the group or what he had done to rise in the ranks so quickly.
Another tumbler fell into place and the third a second later. I almost had it.
The genetic tinkering had to play a huge part in it. Otherwise why would he have Leo as a spy? At least two spies on Enzo, the main base for the Heishi Project, and then contacting ex-soldiers who had been genetically altered and their memory wiped. If the Federation wanted Kris they had to know he was like me and altered as well. They had to know he was different than their soldiers though, and I was dying to find out how they’d learned about him.
Three whole years of my brother’s life I’d missed. I was still furious he never came back for me.
The last tumbler fell into place and carefully I turned the two pins until I heard the telltale click and yanked the drawer open. A few chips were thrown in there, a bottle of excellent liquor, and a real, leather-bound book. I hesitated, my fingers millimeters from the book. Wolfe had told me how incredibly rare books made from paper were, and a leather-bound one? What book could the captain have he would be willing to spend millions on to have a paper copy? I rubbed my hands on my pants to wipe any sweat off and slowly lifted the book out of the drawer.
It was The Art of War in the original Chinese.
My Chinese was absolutely terrible, but I had learned enough to read the text. The only Chinese book my grandfather insisted I read. He was a huge proponent of reading ancient texts in the original language. He insisted most of the work was lost during multiple translations. It was why I’d learned barely enough Ancient Greek to read the Iliad. Grandfather’s summer projects could be tedious, but I was thankful for it now as I opened the delicate book. It was a copy from the 17th Century and must have cost a fortune even if it wasn’t an original.
How the bloody hell had the captain gotten his hands on something like this?
A slip of paper fell to the floor and I picked it up. It was the awful recycled paper you could get your hands on now and it looked like there was a key written on it. Holy shit, this was how they were deciphering encoded messages. It was too tedious and awkward for the Federation to use, but a rebellion might, especially one with Kris’s influence.
He had been required to learn to read it in the original text just as I had. It was how he’d gotten his favorite guitar. Grandfather was not above bribing us. Grandfather’s insistence on teaching us what he felt was important had accomplished the original goal, to distract us from our parent’s constant fighting and then the eventual divorce while it was dragged out for what felt like forever at the time. We had chosen to stay with him while they had their custody battle.
I flipped the pages as fast as I could. My plex chimed it’s completion of the data transfer and I grabbed it, logging out of the captain’s computer and setting it back to sleep mode.
I was no longer interested in his computer files. The book was the item of interest and I took a quick picture of the handwritten key on the recycled paper and then took as many pictures of each page as I could. There was a scanned version of the original in the Federation’s digital library but on the off chance there was a handwritten note on the pages of the book I needed this version.
My plex popped up one of the cameras and noted movement in the hall. I had it set to warn me when someone was in my sector. Colton was on his way and he was early. Silently cursing I kept taking pictures. If I couldn’t make it out of his office in time I had to come up with an excuse, but an excuse was better than losing this opportunity. Shit he was about to enter the guardhouse.
Two more pages left. Finished I carefully placed the book back in the drawer and wistfully eyed the chips. I didn’t have time and I had to choose what I was willing to risk. Tucking the paper back in the book I snatched the chips and tucked them in my pocket.
The video footage of Colton on my plex showed he’d entered the guardhouse and was getting a cup of coffee.
I had only a minute left and once he searched his drawer he would know I’d been in there. There was a good chance he was a rebel and I had to decide what I wanted the Federation to have. Should I give them the book or the chips? I didn’t know what was on the chips so it was difficult to make the decision.
How could I make it out of the captain’s office with enough time to search the chips and the files I’d transferred, and then hide what I wanted to keep from Ryojin before I could report the captain? He had to stay put otherwise my mission was a failure. If Colton thought I had made him he’d escape somehow and I would be left with nothing.
Shit, I couldn’t decide. I tossed the chips back in the drawer and closed it. I kept it unlocked and tucked my plex back in my pocket. There was only one situation the captain might actually believe and I gritted my teeth in annoyance as I removed my vest, tossing it on his small couch before unbuttoning my shirt to show some cleavage.
I leaned against the edge of his desk and took down my hair, running my hands through it so the curls fell nicely. As a man he would never question I might be interested in him. It was their one weakness and as long as he didn’t prefer men I should be okay. The only way I could escape with what I needed was for him to fall asleep and I didn’t like how I would have to do it.
I’d much rather hit him over the head and be done with it.
I tried to look sexy as I waited for him to open the door but I’m sure I just looked awkward as hell. The door beeped and slid open. Colton stopped short when he saw me and he looked furious.
“What the hell are you doing?” Colton demanded, stomping into the room and slamming his coffee down on his desk. It sloshed over the side and he ignored the mess. He crossed his arms over his chest.
I took a deep breath and took a step toward him, building up the slight attraction I had for him in my head so I could do this. “Sir, I wanted to surprise you,” I said as meekly as possible, keeping my eyes to the floor. “I thought maybe…” I let my voice trail off so he could fill in the blanks himself and then took another step toward him so I could put a hand on his arm.
He jolted in shock when my skin touched his and his arms fell to his sides. His mouth hung open as he watched me step even closer. We were a breath away from each other and I waited, giving him the opportunity to make the next move.
Colton’s surprise would work in my favor. Almost instinctually his hands came up and held my shoulders gently. My head barely reached the top of his shoulders and he was twice as wide as I was, bound with pure muscle. “Daniels, I appreciate the offer but I can’t do this. You know why.” Colton started to push me away but I put my hands on his chest and looked up at him through my eyelashes. Instantly he stopped and hesitated.
“I know, but I also know the rules can be bent. I only thought because of earlier…” I filled my eyes with tears and turned away from him, but not before he saw one fall down my cheek.
“Daniels…Amy, I’m sorry,” he said softly, grabbing my arm to turn me back around. “This isn’t a good idea,” he told me, wiping away the tear.
God men were so easy to manipulate, or rather a good person was. It almost made me feel guilty, almost. I wondered what kind of person I was turning into as I pressed my body into his. Colton’s arms wrapped around me even as his entire body tensed at the contact. He knew it was wrong but couldn’t help his desire. I enjoyed the sensation of his warmth and his hands as they shifted to hold my waist.
Human contact was such a vital part of our existence and I didn’t realize how much I missed it, how much I craved it until I had it again. I didn’t really care for him. How could I when I didn’t really know him? But he was beautiful and kind and I wished I could be a normal girl with a normal crush.
Then I turned my head up and kissed him softly. My eyes stayed open as Colton’s closed and his hands tightened on my waist. It sparked desire in me I couldn’t help, my body reacting without my permission and I let it guide me as I lifted my arms and wrapped them around his neck, kissing him harder. His tongue flicked softly against my lips and I parted them to deepen the kiss. I wasn’t expecting Colton to be such a good kisser and it was a nice surprise.
No one ever said I couldn’t enjoy this part of my job. James Bond wasn’t the only one who could enjoy seducing someone. I pressed myself against him, making sure he could feel my breasts against his chest and he leaned down to grab my thighs. Colton lifted me up as if I weighed nothing. He turned us around and sat me on the desk. Geez he was tall, and very strong. For a second it made me think of Wolfe and how he had pressed me up against the wall…I shoved the memory down and focused on Colton.
His lips moved against mine, strong and demanding. Colton’s hands grabbed my hips, fingers flexing before he pulled my shirt up and out of my waistband. His fingers against my bare skin had me involuntarily shivering and heat rose between us. Suddenly I realized I wanted him. His warm brown skin, the large blue eyes, and his full lips pulled at me and I couldn’t resist.
I ran my hands over his shoulders and down his arms, feeling each hard muscle as he kissed me. My hands then went up to his strong chest. One of his large hands buried into my hair and the other fingered the band of my bra. With a growl I didn’t know I had in me I pulled his shirt open, buttons popping and wrapped my legs around his waist as I felt the smoothness of his skin. Colton knew exactly what he was doing as he nibbled on my lip, kissing my mouth and then down my neck to my shoulder. My hands clutched at him as I leaned my head to the side to give him better access. He was far more controlled than I was as he slowly unbuttoned each button, making sure to brush against my skin as he made his way down my shirt.
The captain picked me up once he opened my shirt and I kissed his neck as he walked me over to his couch and gently laid me down. His breath hitched when I bit his earlobe and trailed my hands down to his belt.
Colton grabbed them and pinned them above me, pressing down on me but not smothering. Dear lord he knew what he was doing and I inhaled sharply when he shifted his grip so he had both of my hands in one of his and the other caressed my face. I’d missed this and I wanted it, arching against his chest I kissed him again and let my eyes close so I could enjoy the feel of him.
He kissed me hard, his tongue caressing mine and his hand wrapped around my waist to hold me tight and then slid down further so he could grab my ass. I was getting really into it when his weight suddenly disappeared. I looked up in confusion and saw him standing a few feet away, breathing hard with my plex in his hand. “You’re good,” he said, grimacing as he adjusted his pants.
It was like someone had poured a bucket of ice water over me. My thoughts were clear as glass and a shiver ran through me when I started to panic. My eyes didn’t leave my plex, wondering what he was going to do with it. Somehow he knew I’d been snooping.
“Beg pardon?” I asked. What had tipped him off?
“You didn’t think I would recognize you, Katerina?” Colton smirked and tapped my plex. The home screen popped up asking for my passcode.
Shit, it hadn’t even occurred to me the spy might know who I was and what I looked like. Mentally I smacked my forehead. How stupid could I be? Of course he would know about me if he worked for my brother.
I kept silent as he typed in my code. He was a good spy. I had no idea how he’d figured out the code but he still couldn’t access the info since he’d need my fingerprint to do it.
“I had hoped you would let this go,” he was saying, frowning at the request for fingerprint identification. “Now we have a problem. I can’t let you take whatever you have to the general, and you can’t simply let me go.” Colton looked up and frowned at me, lifting a shoulder up and down as if asking me to come up with something better.
“You won’t get in there,” I told him, buttoning up my shirt in annoyance. What a rookie mistake. I couldn’t believe I thought I’d had him right where I wanted when he was the one playing me. I yanked my shirt down harder than necessary and slid off the couch to face him standing. “I have nothing more than what was on your computer.”
Colton glared at me, insulted by my assumption. He stalked around his desk and yanked open his drawer, the one that should have been locked. “Yeah, you might be right but you know about this too and I can’t let you take it.”
I agreed with him in a sense. I wanted to know what was on the chips and what I’d gotten from his computer, and then how the cipher played into it all. The Art of War in its original language could probably break all of their encoded transmissions. Then the Federation could squash the rebellion in a matter of months if not less, depending on the scale of the rebel forces.
“I don’t want to take the cipher to Ryojin,” I told him, keeping my voice calm and my hands up in a show of surrender. I took a step towards him and he glared at me until I stilled.
“Maybe not, but you’re going to take him something and let me guess, he asked you to turn me in as well.” Colton slumped in his chair and generally looked unhappy…and sad?
I was confused. Why wasn’t he fighting to get out of here, why not take what he needed and run? Colton had to have an exit plan in place and I dropped my hands, tilting my head to study him better. “That’s my mission,” I admitted. “Why not fight me?” It made absolutely no sense.
He looked up suddenly and his face was bright with hope. “Come with me,” he said in a rush. “We can both escape and make it back to the Jaguarundi. You have two days left, we can make it work.”
Adrenaline rushed through me at his words and left a pleasant tingle in its wake. Escape? I could, and then I’d be on my way back to my brother. I would have Tiberius and everything Ryojin had taught me at my disposal.
There was that mysterious pang again when I thought of leaving Ryojin. He had done nothing to hurt me, or betray me. He was making me better, teaching me how to control my gifts and to use them to my full potential. I had no doubt I still had a lot to learn and how would I be able to finish my training on the run?
I shook my head before I even realized I had decided. “I can’t,” I whispered. “I have to stay and learn everything I can. When I have all my training, and access to everything the Federation is hiding I can leave. When I know it won’t put Kris in danger I can go.” I met his eyes and a depressed understanding crossed over his face.
Colton tossed my plex on his desk. “You sure I can’t convince you?” he asked, tracing his lips. “We could finish what we started.” A cocky smile and the heat in his eyes set me on fire again.
Oh how I wanted to, but it wasn’t part of the mission any longer.
I kept quiet and watched the smile slip from his face. He jerked the drawer open and tossed everything out on the desk. “You have to decide,” he told me, an echo of something Ricky had said to me once. “What are you going to give him, the cipher, and the data from my computer, the chips, or me? Or are you going to be a good little Federation spy and give him everything?” The accusation in his voice struck me and it hurt.
I didn’t know what to say. “I haven’t decided yet.”
Colton studied me and his gaze lingered on my face. “You actually do look exactly like him,” he whispered. “It’s a little strange at first, but where he has hard lines yours are soft.” He stood up and walked over to me at a slow pace, making sure not to frighten me. “I was hoping you’d try to seduce me and then I could convince you to leave. It was what he asked me to do.” Colton shrugged and ran his hand over my hair before tucking it behind my ear.
My heart clenched and the pain strangely felt like a kind of heartache, sadness at losing something I hadn’t realized I might have had until it was too late.
Kris knew I was here, he’d asked Colton to get me out. Why shouldn’t I just go? Something held me back and I wasn’t sure what but I knew I had to stay. I had to make them trust me so Kris could use everything I learned. When I had what I needed I would burn the place to the ground.
I wouldn’t be responsible for someone I loved dying ever again.
“I know what you’re going to do,” Colton said. His warm voice was soft and he almost smiled at me. “I can see it in your face. Kristopher is lucky to have your loyalty though it would be safer for everyone involved if you would come with me.”
“I can’t,” I said, taking a step back, almost panting with the effort to keep myself on the right path. I wanted to go with Colton, but I couldn’t.
“I know,” he smiled. “I have only one thing to ask you.”
My hands shook and I was afraid, but I didn’t know why. Whatever he was going to ask, I knew I wasn’t going to like it.
His big hands rested on my shoulders and pulled me in for a hug, my face pressed against his still bare chest. “The tattoo is on my arm,” he whispered, startling me. “But you can only see it with a special UVB light.”
Clever.
My hands clenched, digging into the skin of his back as I waited for him to ask his question. I felt guilty at enjoying the feeling of his chest against mine and tried to shove it down. “What did you want to ask?” My words were barely above a whisper with the fear I held close.
“Ryojin will torture what he wants out of me and then he will kill me,” Colton stated. No emotion in his voice, but a simple fact he knew and accepted. “I’m asking you to go through what I have, keep what you can from him and give the general only enough to satisfy him, to prove you can be trusted.” His gentle fingers lifted my chin up so I had to look him in the eyes and my stomach clenched in anxiety. “Kill me before you turn me in.” Colton kissed me gently and then stepped away.
I felt cold. My arms crossed over my body in an attempt to gather any kind of warmth after the chill of his words seeped in. I couldn’t kill him.
“No.” My voice was dead as the horror of what he asked soaked into my bones. It made my stomach roil and threaten to bring back everything I’d eaten. “I can’t.” I shook my head harder as he reached for me and I pushed him away. “No!” I yelled, angry now. I pointed at him, my finger shaking. “I’m not a monster!”
Colton made soothing noises as he took my hand and pulled me close. He grabbed my shoulders and I struggled until he shook me hard enough to get my attention. “If you give me to the general he will have everything I know. It’s his special skill. Ryojin is a master of interrogation and I would rather die a quick and merciful death at your hands, the sister of Kristopher, than the long and torturous one I would have at Ryojin’s.”
My eyes welled with tears. “You don’t know what you’re asking of me,” I whispered.
Why did this have to happen? I didn’t want to kill anyone. It was a line I didn’t want to cross. I would kill in self-defense but I would never callously take a life. I knew each time I killed it would become easier and easier until there was nothing left in me that valued someone’s life. I didn’t want that, and I didn’t want to become that.
You killed Donnelly; a voice in my head reminded me.
I knew if I stayed with Ryojin I would become his monster, his perfect weapon. It was what he wanted and the only way I could properly play the game he’d set up was to do what he wished until the very end. What would happen to me in the process?
“Please,” Colton asked. His beautiful blue eyes saw into the depths of my soul and I felt ugly inside. “If you want to keep Kristopher and the Jaguarundi safe you have to do this. I know too much. I would do it myself, but it needs to be believable and I can’t escape without putting you in danger.”
He was knowingly sacrificing himself for my brother, for a cause he believed in so strongly his own life didn’t matter. I wanted to ask him why and if it was worth it. I wanted to know what made him decide to put his life in the hands of my twin and willingly let me kill him to further my own acceptance into the Federation.
His punch came so fast and hard I saw stars when it met my jaw. I stumbled back in shock and tasted blood. “Defend yourself,” Colton demanded.
The pain radiated from my jaw and I fought my body’s desire to black out. Colton’s hands grabbed me roughly and tossed me against the wall and the air was knocked from my lungs. Before I could take a breath he was on me again, one hand around my throat as he lifted me up and squeezed.
My eyes nearly bugged out and I struggled against him. The lack of air my lungs desperately craved sent me into a blind panic. Colton gritted his teeth and squeezed harder. “Fight back!” he roared. “You’re better than this!”
Why was I fighting? I knew I could hold my breath for minutes at a time and I wouldn’t need oxygen for at least sixty more seconds. My normal time was lowered since I hadn’t had the chance to take a full breath. There was a knife in my boot. I wasn’t strong enough to push him off of me and no trick would do it. I stopped struggling and let my hands fall to my sides. I reached down and grabbed my knife as he shook me like a rag doll and pressed down harder on my throat until I felt the tendons grind together.
I brought up my arm lightning fast and drove the knife into his kidneys. Still he didn’t let go, even when I felt the slick sticky wetness of his blood on my hand. I twisted hard as my vision started to go black. I only had thirty more seconds before I lost consciousness.
Cursing him for making me do this I drew the knife back and stabbed him over and over until his hand loosened around my neck and we both fell to the ground in a heap. I heaved air into my lungs, gasping as I clutched at my throat, feeling for the damage he’d done. A few tendons were strained but my windpipe was still intact.
He’d known exactly what to do, inflicting just enough damage without killing me.
What had I done?
I rolled over and clutched at his shoulders but he didn’t move. Struggling to sit up I grabbed his face. “Colton!” But my voice barely worked and it came out as a wheezing, broken rasp.
He opened his eyes and smiled. “Thank you,” he said. “I’m sorry it had to be this way.” His now cold hand cupped my face and I held it tight. Tears fell. It didn’t have to be this way, but deep down I knew it did. I had to choose a side. The murky middle killed people.
I held his hand as the puddle of blood widened, soaking into my uniform and the carpet. I held him until his hand fell and his eyes closed permanently. It was the least I could do. I wouldn’t let him die alone. Gently I kissed his cheek. “I’m so sorry,” I told him. My ruined voice like my penance as the shards dug into my throat with each word. “I never wanted this.” My salty tears marred his face and the blood from my mouth mixed with his.
What had I become?



Chapter Eleven
 
“This is everything Colton had?” Ryojin asked me as he studied my report and the chips I’d given him.
I nodded and tried not to show my anguish. My mind kept going over what happened and tried to find another way; a way Colton could have lived. I kept coming back with nothing and it didn’t make me feel any better. Was it truly better he had died quickly at my hand rather than Ryojin’s?
The general tossed his plex on his desk. His office was enormous and absolutely beautiful. He had ancient Japanese art and artifacts displayed on his shelves behind protective glass which must have cost a fortune. Scrolls covered the ugly walls in poems written in Kanji. Ryojin’s family wealth was almost ostentatious in comparison to the sparse military lifestyle everywhere else on the base, but it fit his personality perfectly.
Ryojin laced his fingers together with his elbows on his desk as he leaned forward. His eyes travelled over my neck and the ugly bruises left by Colton’s hand. I still couldn’t talk easily and he knew it. “It’s unfortunate you had to kill him, I would have enjoyed questioning him.” His eyes were sharp, looking for the lie somewhere on my face.
I’d been too shocked by all the blood too immediately call the general. I had a direct line to him on my vambrace. I knew I couldn’t let Colton die for nothing. I had to hide the cipher and give Ryojin the rest. I had stashed it in my waistband and then reported to the general. He’d sent guards to collect the body and clean the room before anyone could find out what had happened. I’d been ordered to clean up before I reported in which worked out perfectly.
The ancient book was safely hidden in a place where no one went. As long as the general didn’t directly ask me about it I could pretend it was another personal item and not relevant to the rebellion at all.
“There was no way you could have captured him alive?” Ryojin asked. His eyes narrowed as I stood before him with my hands clasped behind my back.
I swallowed painfully. He needed to be convinced I was loyal. “He recognized me,” I rasped, the words like knives in my throat. “Said he was supposed to get me to leave with him and take me to my brother.” Ryojin knew my brother was a rebel and he knew I knew it, but he saw it as an asset as long as I cooperated.
“Why didn’t you go with him?” he demanded.
The general knew how painful it was for me to speak and this was a type of punishment. He could have sent me to Lyn first for the healing serum before speaking to me, but he hadn’t. He was suspicious.
I shook my head. My eyes finally met his directly and I mentally stood my ground. “I belong here,” I said simply. There were multiple meanings to my statement but Ryojin nodded, pleased with my answer.
Ryojin could be incredibly possessive and it worried me. I belonged to him and the second I tried to deny it things would get nasty. But if I let him take care of me he was one of the nicest people I’d ever met. “We’ll go over what’s on the chips later. I want you to go see Lyn. I have two injections I want you to take today.” Ryojin opened a file on his desk and scrolled through whatever was on it.
I balked at the idea of another two doses. What was in the second dose? Was he changing my DNA again without consulting me? It was our unspoken rule he would let me be a part of everything they did to me as long as I cooperated. It was only an illusion of freedom but I still wanted to live in my pretend world. He watched me as I said nothing. Ryojin knew me almost as well as my own twin did and it was both comforting and frightening. He made a point to learn everything about me, sharing his own life when he could. I was probably the only person in the universe who knew he liked to watch children’s cartoons before retiring at the end of the day.
It was a strange relationship.
“Then I want you to meet me in the classroom at 2030. I have something I want you to see.” He arched an eyebrow at my hesitation and stood from his desk.
I flinched at the motion. No one else would ever have noticed, but he did.
Ryojin stood in front of me and crossed his arms as he inspected my still wet hair, the bruises, and the scuffed boots on my feet. “You did well,” he said. A gentle hand reached to trace the fingerprints on my throat and his eyes softened. “Go see Lyn so you can feel better. Don’t worry,” he said as he went back to his desk. “What I want you to see won’t take long.”
Again I nodded, waiting to be officially dismissed.
Ryojin’s face hardened again. “Tomorrow we will intensify your physical training. Size should not be an issue in combat. You will win, always, from here on out. Do you understand? You cannot kill in self-defense when I order you to capture.”
His eyes held mine and I dropped my gaze to the floor, submissive. I couldn’t mess up again or he would know. “Yes, sir.”
“Dismissed.”
I kept my pace normal as I left his office. The second the door was closed I ran down the hall to put distance between us. Thankfully no one was in the halls this late to see me lose my cool. I stopped right before the first checkpoint to the labs and leaned against one of the walls, lights flashing with the daily updates. My lungs heaved as the adrenaline rushed out of me and all that was left was fear. I played a dangerous game and I didn’t know how much longer I could keep it up.
The general had given me twenty minutes to see Lyn and then make it to the classroom to be on time. I hadn’t had dinner and I was so hungry, but there wasn’t time to grab anything before I went to see Ryojin. I had to suck it up and wait to eat something in the officer’s lounge before I went to bed.
The guards nodded at me in recognition as I made my way to Lyn’s labs. I was a bit surprised she would be there so late, but perhaps Ryojin had sent her a comm. I rounded the corner and there was a clang of metal on metal as I reached the open door to her lab. I stopped before crossing the threshold and watched Lyn mutter to herself, eyes pressed so hard to the microscope I worried she’d poke them out.
Awkwardly I cleared my throat and her head popped up so fast I took a step back. “The serums?” I asked, keeping the amount of words to a minimum.
She waved me over, distracted by whatever she worked on. I didn’t bother to ask. Lyn was a better talker when you let her say what was on her mind without prompting. If I asked a question she only answered the specific question, holding back any other info.
I sat on a stool at her workbench and was silent as I watched her gather what she needed. The items were laid out on a surgical steel tray, each syringe still in a vacuumed package. The serums she used were in a glass refrigerator among other bottles filled with god knew what.
Bottles full of many colored liquids lined the shelves. I always wondered what else she had in there among the vials of blood. Some were probably vaccines, antibiotics, medicines and whatnot, but I knew there were things in there that could probably wipe out an entire civilization. It was doubtful the Federation was above biological warfare when it was deemed necessary by the head honchos.
Lyn stuck me with both doses and then went back to her microscope, waving at me to leave. Never once did she ask what happened to my neck. She didn’t care when she was focused on something. It must be important, whatever it was. I was disappointed she didn’t feel like talking and left the labs before I was late.
The healing serum went to work right away and I felt the tingle along my ribs and around my neck. I sighed in relief as some of the pain lessened. Most of the pain would be gone by the time I reached the classroom and I would be completely healed within the hour. Lyn’s healing serums improved every time she gave me them.
I stopped outside the room Ryojin used as a classroom. It was nice if you ignored the one-way window, the cameras, and the monitors I had to wear while I studied. Something about mapping my neural pathways. Lyn felt it might help her figure out why my brain chemistry enhanced the serum instead of breaking down to make me insane like Donnelly.
Ryojin had made sure I had the comfiest chairs and the nicest, most up-to-date technology the military had. He’d set up the room so it was comfortable rather than industrial and sterile. A couch lined one wall with a small table for when we had dinner in the classroom. A pile of pillows were tossed in the corner for Tiberius. Ryojin had nothing against my cub staying in the room with me as long as he didn’t distract me from my studies. Then there was the desk I used for my tech-heavy work. It had a crystalline projection display for when I needed to see something as large as possible and I usually threw it against the wall so I could stand close and inspect the maps. The desk-chair was so soft and plush I could almost sleep in it.
I didn’t hear Ryojin in there yet. Punching in the code to the room with more force than necessary I wondered what he wanted to show me as the door slid open with a hush. The couch eased some of the lingering aches from the multiple fights I’d had. Leaning against one end I rested my elbow on the arm of the couch and dropped my head into my hand.
Somehow I had kept my contact with Kris from both Donnelly and Ryojin and now Ryojin was using me to find out more about the rebellion. I worried he would figure out I’d met Kris and how he had managed to visit me by using a damn gate of all things.
Ryojin knew everything Donnelly did and hadn’t bothered to re-question me on any of the topics. I guess he figured I couldn’t lie after all the torture I’d gone through. After all, Lyn had used her truth machine. My brow wrinkled as I frowned. I didn’t want Ryojin to ask me some of Donnelly’s questions. I had no doubt in my mind he would know when I lied even if I could fool the machine. His perception was unsettling. It was something only Kris had been able to do.
The door slid open and I didn’t bother to get up. Ryojin didn’t make me follow protocol while we were in the classroom. He was simply my teacher and I was his student. The time we spent together while he taught me, was when he was the most relaxed. It was when he loosened up that we grew closer. A friendship was definitely building between us on the foundation of mutual respect. I respected him and trusted him to keep his promises. He’d never once let me down and he took good care of me. Even if I was technically a prisoner, I didn’t feel like one.
Ryojin tossed his plex on the table and slumped onto the couch. He looked as tired as I felt. I used this rare opportunity to study him. He hardly ever took his eyes from me and it was difficult to inspect when he knew I searched his face. It embarrassed me when he watched me watch him. There was always this knowing smirk on his face when I did.
Ryojin ran his fingers through his hair and the longer cut loosened from its professional style until it stood almost straight up. It made him look his age, so much younger than his position warranted. He was eight years older than me, but when he dropped his guard at the door to the classroom he was so much more relatable.
Ryojin’s dark brown, upturned eyes always struck me with their intensity. He was gorgeous and tall for his Japanese heritage. The muscles stood out against his shirt and there was a slight shadow of a beard along his jaw. The general seemed to be worried about something. He always tapped his fingers on his knee when he was deep in thought, a tick I’d picked up on early.
My throat was still sore so I waited for him to talk first. He had something he wanted to show me and I only hoped it didn’t come with a barrage of questions I didn’t want to answer. Ryojin picked up his plex and tapped on it until he found what he wanted. Without saying a word he played a video and then flicked it to the wall and enlarged the shaky recording. For a few seconds I couldn’t make anything out and then the camera stilled, zooming in on what looked like a fire. Then the sound hit me and screams filled the room, distant and hollow through the recording, yet they still sent shivers down my spine from the pain and heartbreak.
People ran everywhere as a building exploded and the camera fell to record on its side. The footage was skewed but I could still see the building as it crumbled and burned. The dead were scattered on the ground. Someone picked up the camera and ran with it. The motion made me sick to my stomach but I couldn’t rip my eyes from the video. The lens zoomed in on a group of people who looked like they knew what they were doing, low to the ground with rifles in their hands as they headed for a huge, concrete fortress. Shots were fired and the balls of energy took out people on both sides.
Men fell from the walls of the fortress and an alarm sounded. The group of five people set off a bomb and took out the gate, infiltrating the concrete building before the footage went dark.
What the hell had I just watched?
Ryojin seemed to know my thoughts and powered off his plex. The display went dark on the wall – a wall once more and not a grisly display of violence. “That was a rebellion attack. The Jaguarundi took out one of our Command outposts in one of the outer sectors of Federation space. It’s difficult to police the citizens so far from the Federation’s core and they took advantage of the smaller numbers.”
Guerilla tactics and The Art of War being used by the Jaguarundi. Kris was behind this, I knew it. It was exactly what my grandfather would tell us to do. “Destroyed?” I rasped and kept my words to a minimum.
Ryojin shook his head. “I don’t know, but that entire sector of space has gone dark and we haven’t had any communication from them for the last twenty-four hours.” It was awful but I didn’t know what he wanted me to do about it or what his purpose was for showing me the footage.
He brought his knee up and turned to face me on the couch, lounging against the other arm. His eyes went to my throat and the now yellow and green bruises. The mark of Colton’s hand still clear as day with each finger so carefully placed to do the massive amount of damage. Ryojin sighed and shook his head as if arguing with himself. “I know there wasn’t anything else you could have done, but the intel Colton could have told us would have been invaluable.” The general tapped a finger against his bottom lip as he thought. “Your brother is a part of this rebellion,” he stated.
I stopped breathing.
The direction this conversation was headed was suddenly clear. He wanted to talk to me about my twin and I had to be on my guard. I couldn’t lie. He would know if I did. I also couldn’t tell him I had seen Kris recently, or about the gates.
Ryojin sensed it when I tensed and his eyes narrowed. His focus became intense, burning like a thousand suns. “I showed you this because I want you to understand the Jaguarundi is no more than a bunch of thugs. I know you don’t want to believe this about your brother, but it’s true. They killed innocents taking this outpost.” His words were sharp and pointed.
I flinched when his hand took mine, but he was gentle. “I’m sorry,” he said.
It took me so off guard I couldn’t help but ask. “What could you possibly be sorry about?”
Instead of answering my question he asked me one of his own. “Do you think what your brother is doing is right?”
I clenched my jaw and yanked my hand back but I kept my mouth shut. At this point I didn’t know what to think. The Federation had its own problems and the people wouldn’t be rebelling if there wasn’t something wrong. But killing innocents? I almost didn’t believe it. Two wrongs didn’t make a right and I thought Kris knew that. What was the Jaguarundi trying to accomplish exactly? I didn’t have enough information on either side to make a good decision.
“I don’t know,” I whispered.
Ryojin nodded when he heard the truth in my words. “The Federation wants to keep its people safe,” he said simply, lifting a shoulder in a shrug. “The Jaguarundi is endangering that. I simply want to make sure if your brother does contact you, you would let me know.”
My eyes darted to his and then away. He never said I had to tell him about our past conversations. This could actually work. I nodded. “I promise.”
Ryojin tucked a curl behind my ear with a playful smile. “Good. I know he means a lot to you. Family is important. I will do whatever I can to lessen his sentence when we capture them,” he promised me.
It fascinated me he was so sure they would find them.
“I have an assignment for you,” he told me, his playful mood gone. Ryojin tapped his plex to mine and it chimed when the data transfer was complete. “It seems your twin is high up in the ranks of the Jaguarundi per our intel and as such I want you to work on the data we pulled from the chips. It’s encoded and not digitally. Work on these and see if you can decode the messages. If your minds are similar enough it should be easy for you to figure out their cipher.”
I looked over the data he sent me and a few words stuck out. It helped I knew the key and what book they had for the cipher. Biting my lip I scrolled through the rest quickly and shoved my anxiety down. Ryojin trusted me. I had nothing to worry about. The general was the smartest and craftiest person I knew. I didn’t doubt for a minute he suspected I wasn’t one hundred percent loyal to him.
“I’ll get right on this,” I told him. My throat tingled and my voice sounded better and better every minute. I went back to the top of the data transfer and went through it more slowly to see what else I could understand at a glance. “How soon do you need it by?”
He shrugged and flicked through images on his plex. “Take your time. We have people infiltrating the Jaguarundi as we speak and the surveillance across the galaxy usually has us one step ahead. I sent out a marauder team to the outpost this morning.”
I nodded but kept my eyes down on the jumbled mishmash of letters and symbols in front of me. The Federation spies worried me, but I couldn’t think too much about it. I had no way to safely contact Kris. I was loyal to my brother, but did I actually care about the rebellion? I didn’t even know what it stood for. It seemed like the two factions seemed to fight over genetically enhanced people and I didn’t want to be anyone’s pawn.
“I’ve assigned you a new room and schedule,” Ryojin said almost nonchalantly. “It should be in your messages.”
There was a hint of something in his voice. It almost sounded like…pride? Quickly I opened the new message and couldn’t help my grin. “A bigger room and more time to myself?” I asked. It meant more time with Tiberius and the ability to make a better escape plan for when I was ready to leave. I jumped up in excitement. “May I be excused?”
He laughed and got to his own feet. “Yes Katerina, use the reward wisely.” He gave me a hug and then sauntered out of our makeshift classroom.
I stood there for a second in shock. Ryojin was all over the place. One second he was the hard-ass general and the next he was like my best friend. Instinctively I understood why. He was the general, but he was still his own person. The shift between the two roles was easy for him and it was like watching someone shed a second skin.
The hallways were a blur as I followed the directions on the message he’d sent me. The new quarters were still in the officer’s wing but further back and closer to Ryojin’s own quarters. Theoretically it was a safer location in case the base was under attack, but I thought it was to make my movements more obvious and to make it more difficult for me to skulk around.
I turned a corner and slammed into someone. Stumbling back I apologized as I tried to help the person back up. She smacked my hand away and glared at me as she stood. My lips parted in surprise when I recognized Emi.
“I thought it might have been you,” she hissed.
“What, what are you talking about?” I stammered, taking a step back in surprise at the level of hatred pouring from her.
“You killed Colton,” she accused. “You lied to me!” Her finger pointed at me in blame.
I stood in front of her like an idiot. It would be stupid to lie to Emi now. I was bound to run into her again at some point and I didn’t want to make things worse than they already were. My shoulders lifted and fell in a small shrug. “It’s not like I could tell you what I was doing or why.”
Emi fumed at me but didn’t argue. She knew I was right. I think she was angrier I had misled her in regards to my feelings. It was something I felt guilty for and wished it could have been avoided.
“I’m glad we were able to become close,” I said slowly and carefully. Setting her off again wasn’t my intention. “I’m grateful for your help in the showers. It could have been much worse if you weren’t there.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other as she processed what I said.
The anger was still all over her face but it slowly dissipated. “So the Heishi Project is real.” It was a statement and not a question.
There was no oath I’d sworn to on the matter and I nodded in confirmation. I kept my mouth shut when I felt the words to tell her to reconsider bubble up. I shoved them down and let them die. It was her choice and nothing I said on the matter would change her mind.
Emi smiled then. “I look forward to seeing you in the labs soon.” She gave my cheek a quick kiss and then disappeared down the hall and around a corner.
I stood in the hallway for a few seconds, processing what had just happened. Did she think we could try again if she made it into the program? I glanced back over my shoulder to watch the empty space where she had vanished.
Emi’s confidence astounded me.



Chapter Twelve
 
My new bed was a wonder of luxury in its softness and plush comfort. I snuggled deeper into the covers with Tiberius draped across my feet. He took up nearly the entire width of the bed and it wasn’t a small bed.
Part of me was simply relieved I no longer had to sleep in the same quarters I’d shared with Wolfe the last time I’d been skulking around Enzo looking for hints about my brother. The rest of me was excited at how roomy and luxurious the quarters were.
There was a sitting area with a couch and coffee table. It wasn’t as nice as the ones in the officer’s lounge but it was clean and well taken care of. The cushions were comfortable and the couch was long enough to be able to nap on. A small, round table was on the other end of the sitting area with two chairs so I could eat in my own room if I wished. A tiny sink and counter made it so I could keep snacks and drinks if I didn’t want to eat in the lounge or mess hall. Currently I kept Tiberius’s food in the cold box and kept only coffee and the fixings for me.
My bathroom was double the size of the one in my previous room. There wasn’t a tub but the shower had two spouts and a place to sit under the spray. The soap and shampoo already in the room smelled nice enough but it was too masculine for my taste.
A second alcove off of the sitting area and adjacent to my bed was a tiny office with a state of the art desk and shelves built into the walls. I hadn’t had a chance to do much more than transfer all my files from the computer in my old room to my plex. The bed was about queen-sized though I didn’t think they called it that anymore. The blankets and pillows were of the best quality fabrics. My closet was enormous compared to the tiny square on the Wolfegang. I didn’t have a lot to fill it with but the space as well as the drawers made me happy.
I stretched and looked up at the ceiling, feeling great for the first time in a long time. Ever since Ryojin had put me on this rigorous schedule I’d felt saner, my thoughts more my own. The voices had disappeared without me even noticing.
Donnelly had aggravated the bits of insanity I had from my unorganized thoughts. Ryojin smoothed the jagged edges of my mind away by teaching me how to deal with them. I wasn’t crazy, I only felt like it when I couldn’t control the new way my brain was forced to process due to the genetic alterations. It made me feel better, but if I lost my tenuous hold on the control I’d learned I could drown in my thoughts again while everything smothered me with no direction at all.
With this careful control I could process what I’d done to the captain of the guard. Colton’s death lingered in my thoughts like a bad taste that wouldn’t go away. I hadn’t wanted to kill him and I definitely didn’t want him to die. I almost wished he had a cyanide cap in his tooth so I wasn’t required to be a part of the horror. His desire to end his life was not my responsibility…but maybe it was since I wouldn’t leave Enzo with him.
I wanted to tell myself we never would have made it off the base. The trackers still in my body would have Ryojin and his soldiers on us like a pack of wild dogs. I would have been the death of Colton one way or another. At least this way it was quick and he hadn’t had to go through the weeks of torture Ryojin would have put him through to ensure he had squeezed every bit of information from him.
The sadness ached a bit but it didn’t suffocate me as Wolfe’s death had, or even Cromwell’s. I was getting used to people dying.
A knock on my door brought Tiberius’s head up and a jolt went through me in surprise. Ryojin’s voice came through the door muffled. “Get up Katerina, I have breakfast waiting.”
I smiled and threw off the covers. Ryojin was the best cook on the base but only Lyn and I knew it. If he had cooked he was in a good mood and today would be a good day. After breakfast we would have our gym time and then a sparring match so I dressed in sweats and a T-shirt. I slipped on some socks and then stepped into my boots without tightening the straps. My hands twisted my hair up as I clomped to my door and tied the mass of curls out of my face in a messy bun.
Tiberius stretched, claws piercing the mattress before he leapt off the bed. I narrowed my eyes at him in annoyance. “No claws on the bed,” I told him, waving my hand in front of the door’s sensor. It slid open and Tiberius harrumphed as he walked out, briefly brushing against my legs.
Snatching my plex before I left the room I made my way out and down the hall to the officer’s lounge. The smell of something close to bacon had my mouth watering and I quickened my pace. The boots stomping gave away my presence long before I made my way into the common area. Ryojin glared at me as I plopped down on one of the stools at the kitchen bar. I shrugged and poured myself some orange juice. It was a massively extravagant luxury I’d briefly missed during my stint as a guard. He had to have the oranges imported specially.
“’Silence is a source of great strength,’” Ryojin admonished me, quoting Lao Tzu.
I sipped my juice and didn’t reply. I had a few hours before I had to get back to the grind and I didn’t feel like being quiet at the moment. Tiberius placed his front paws on my knee so he could stand and I held out my cup for him. His long pink tongue lapped at my juice before he hopped down and fell onto his back to roll around on the floor.
There was a look of disgust on Ryojin’s face and I ignored it. He placed a plate of eggs and bacon in front of me with toast and a side of yogurt. “Eat, and don’t share it with your cub.”
I smiled and watched the general eat from his own plate. He slid something across the kitchen bar to me and instinctively I reached out to catch it before it fell. “What is it?” I asked, turning it over in my hand to inspect the hard metal.
“It’s an official ident chip. You’re listed as military so you can use the benefits anywhere in the Federation.”
Shock rippled through me. He knew I wasn’t a real citizen. Ryojin clearly wanted to make me feel better by making me an actual person again. I held it between two fingers and inspected it. It looked exactly like the one Ricky had faked for me except for the tiny Federation insignia in the corner. The one Ricky made had disappeared at some point though and I wondered why Ryojin was giving me this now. He did nothing without purpose and this would allow me to leave the base and go wherever I wished.
Granted they could track me with it.
“I have another mission for you,” he said and popped a piece of bacon in his mouth. Slowly he chewed as he waited for me to protest.
I slipped the chain around my neck and tucked it in my shirt. The mission was why I needed the ident chip. I said nothing and scooped some eggs onto my toast before taking a bite.
He smiled at my silence and took a sip of his orange juice. “This time I will be going with you,” he informed me.
My hand stilled for a brief second mid-bite. We were going somewhere…off the base? Ryojin turned and took two mugs out from under the coffee machine as the last of the brew gurgled into them. He placed one in front of me and poured a bit of cream and sugar in it before turning to his own coffee, drinking it black with a ton of sugar.
“We won’t be leaving for a week so you have until then to improve your stealth when you walk,” he told me, a smirk played on his lips.
I set down my fork as I realized he was trying to be funny but I was still focused on where we might be headed. It took everything I had in me not to ask. He would tell me when I needed to know. “Do we have any special training this week?” I asked instead. Maybe I could figure out what the mission was if I knew what training he wanted to put me through.
“I want to start with a truth test today before we begin anything else.” His words were casual but I knew he wanted to put me on edge and it worked. He was the general again and not my friend or teacher.
Casually I sipped the coffee without breaking eye contact with him. The coffee had to be specially imported as well, it was amazing and real. Not the instant crap or the weird organic decaf stuff Celeste had onboard the Wolfegang. Briefly my thoughts touched on her and I wondered if she was still alive. I had no doubt Ricky was. Every once in a while I felt a touch on my mind that tasted of oranges and the tang of metal. I carefully redirected his thoughts every time. I was still angry with him.
I should have been more concerned with the truth test, but I wasn’t. Over the weeks I had perfected my thought process and my answers. Ryojin didn’t know enough to ask me the right questions for me to fail the test.
If he asked me if there was any way I could have kept Colton alive I could easily answer no. He would have died no matter what. If he had asked me if there was any way I could have kept from killing him…that would be a bit more tricky, but not terribly so. “Sounds good, boss,” I said and worked on finishing my breakfast. I’d need my strength.
“Fantastic,” Ryojin said and tossed his empty plate in the sink for one of the lower ranks to clean later. “Meet me in Lyn’s lab in ten minutes.” He turned to leave the lounge and went out to the main hallway with his coffee cup still in his hand.
He paused at the doorway and gave me a pointed look. “And strap your damn boots.”
I smirked and tossed another piece of bacon in my mouth.
***
Lyn stuck her tiny, wireless electrodes all over my head. I shifted uncomfortably in the metal chair. She ignored me as was par for the course and pulled out her plex to make sure the electrodes read my brainwaves correctly.
I sighed and tapped my fingers. Annoyed we still had to do these truth tests I looked around her lab. Nothing ever changed, but it still fascinated me. How many other soldiers did she work on daily? It was curious I never ran into any of them. Technically I was still an unknown variable so I understood why the general kept us separated, but I didn’t like it.
Ryojin had to suspect I lied to him about something even if he didn’t know exactly what it was I lied to him about. Otherwise I didn’t think he’d make me go through all this. Lyn nodded and Ryojin sat at the metal table across from me. It was an interrogation room, more of a small glass box inside her lab. I watched Lyn leave the room to observe from outside the glass box. Her finger tapped the glass from the outside and the glass became opaque. I could only see the white of the makeshift walls, the table, and Ryojin.
Lyn’s controls would allow her to work the electrodes and theoretically poke into my brain with the wavelengths and monitoring tech. The readouts would display over the wall and she could talk through the speaker or the small comm in Ryojin’s ear so I couldn’t hear her.
Ryojin folded his hands on top of the table and smiled at me. Apparently Lyn gave him the go ahead because he opened his mouth to ask me something. I winced before he could say a word. The whine of the electricity hurt my ears and it felt like it progressively grew louder until I was covering my ears with my hands.
“Katerina?” Ryojin asked, uncertainty coloring his voice. “Are you all right?”
No, I wasn’t all right and it irritated me he asked such an obvious question. “Can’t you hear it?” I asked him, voice tight as the frequency seemed to go higher. “Something’s wrong.”
A pop startled me and I jerked in response. A flash went through my head like a crippling migraine. It only lasted for a few seconds but the intensity of the pain had me gasping and my stomach threatening to spew everything I’d eaten.
“What the hell was that?” I demanded, ripping the electrodes off my forehead, neck, and chest. I ignored the sting and glared at the glass behind Ryojin even though I couldn’t see Lyn.
Ryojin took one of the metal tabs from me and inspected it closely. The part attached to my skin was charred and blackened. Nervously I touched my forehead and grimaced at the tenderness. They’d burned me. The tingling of the healing already slid through me, the remnants of Lyn’s healing serum still lingered and I was thankful.
She just tried to kill you. My eyes jerked up and I searched Ryojin’s face to see if he’d heard it too. He eyed me in concern and then got up and banged on the glass. Whatever the pulse of electricity had been had fried Ryojin’s comm as well. He tossed it on the table in annoyance. It didn’t look burned. He was perfectly fine.
No, whatever it was wanted me.
“Can someone please explain what exactly is going on?” I demanded. My fingers idly scratched at the already formed scab on my chest. Damn I hated how much the healing itched. I was a bit worried no one else had heard the voice I had. It didn’t sound like my voice exactly, but it was definitely female.
Had the pulse of electricity scrambled my thoughts and wrested my control away again? I had worked on strengthening my mind with Ryojin for weeks before he was satisfied with what he saw on his scanners. How could one small shock of electricity ruin that?
“I don’t know!” Ryojin growled. “Lyn get in here!”
She rushed into the interrogation room looking disheveled and frightened. Not good.
“Explain,” her cousin demanded.
“Her wavelengths have changed!” Lyn’s voice was almost shrill in her defense.
I felt kind of bad. Ryojin could be scary when he was suddenly the general and you could actually see the strength he normally hid. Simply looking at him I knew he could kill me before realizing he’d even moved.
I picked off the scab to inspect the shiny new skin underneath and Ryojin looked at me in disgust before slamming all of his focus on Lyn. “What about the wavelengths have changed?”
He will use this against you.
I stiffened but kept myself from outright flinching at the intrusion of the voice. It didn’t sound like a memory which was what had happened to me before. It terrified me. Why did this have to keep happening?
“I do not know exactly what happened,” Lyn stuttered. “The readouts are telling me the wavelengths of our truth machine worked fine until the burst of electricity. Right after the incident the display showed a change in the wavelengths…almost as if her mind had pushed the tech out…” she trailed off as she turned to stare at me.
My stomach clenched as I watched a thought cross her face and I knew I wasn’t going to like it. Kill her before she tells him. What the shit was going on?! “Ryojin,” I said. My voice quavered with fear. “Something’s wrong and I’m hearing things.” Normally I’d keep something like that to myself but he already knew my medical and mental health history. If anyone could fix this it would be him.
“What are you hearing?” he asked, throwing up a hand to keep Lyn silent when she made a move to speak.
“Uhhhh…”I hedged, glancing between him and Lyn. I doubted he would like some unseen force telling me to kill his cousin because she was a threat. I had no idea where the thought of her being a threat came from, but it felt like truth.
“I think we’ve finally reached the end of the plateau,” Lyn said quietly.
Suddenly the concern on Ryojin’s face eased and he smiled at me, pleased. I definitely wasn’t going to like this. “Finally,” he said.
Finally?
Something sifted through my thoughts and instinctively I slammed up my walls to keep it out, stumbling back over my feet in the process even though it was all in my head. My hand went back to catch myself on the edge of the table and I looked at them both…just staring at me, waiting for something.
“I believe you’re right,” Ryojin said. “The timing is quite perfect since we’ll be leaving for the convention soon.”
“Can someone please explain what the hell is going on?” I was pissed off and afraid. I hated it when people talked about me like I wasn’t standing right there in front of them.
Ryojin smiled and it was reassuring until I heard invisible whispers speak to each other in worry. “The Heishi Project is meant to enhance a human being to their full potential. Physical abilities are part of it yes, but a large part is also mental. You’ve been expanding your neural pathways everyday as you learn and read. Now it appears you’ve unlocked certain parts of the brain we as humans haven’t been able to use yet. Telepathy has been a goal of ours for a long time now. We’ve only ever had one success.”
My knees went weak and I collapsed. Ryojin caught me before I could hit the ground, using the unnatural speed and his unnatural strength to gently sit me down as if I were a doll, weightless and fragile. Ricky had been right all along. And now panic engulfed me exactly as it had months ago when I realized Ricky could hear my thoughts, only a thousand times worse.
“You can read minds?” I asked him, feeling sick.
“Yes,” he admitted. “Though it isn’t as perfect as we would like it to be. I can only hear certain thoughts and not from very far. The emotions are the strongest. Most humans don’t know how to block their minds so it is easy to go in and read them. You’ve had training though, even before I met you so I’ve only ever heard a few when your guard is down and impressions while you sleep.”
He meant dreams.
Kill him.
I shook my head and pushed him off me but it was a weak attempt and I didn’t really mean it. My relief was so intense I didn’t think I could move I was so spent from the bomb of adrenaline. I didn’t know where the voices were coming from but it might only be temporary as I adjusted to this new ‘plateau’ or whatever. Mentally I reassured the voices clamoring for my attention, warning me and telling me to do something. No, if Ryojin knew about my treachery I would be dead or imprisoned as I was before.
The truth tests made a lot more sense now. He formed his questions from his impressions and my stray thoughts so I would let down my mental walls. I knew he hadn’t heard anything I didn’t want him to. Those thoughts were always locked down behind a second wall.
Ever since Ricky had complained about my thoughts keeping him awake at night when I slept I’d strengthened the walls and shields as Ricky had showed me until it became second nature. For whatever reason my thoughts had been too loud and clear for an average human and now I wondered if it was because of the genetic alterations they’d done in the experimental cure for cancer. Maybe I hadn’t exactly leveled up, but became more aware of my mental capabilities? How else could I easily communicate with Ricky? Warily I eyed Ryojin as I processed. It felt like forever but I knew it was only a few split-seconds in reality.
This was something I needed to keep from him. No matter how much I trusted him and how much more I wanted to. It wasn’t a good idea. Ricky had warned me about this. The second the Federation had a viable way to enhance each soldier, the rest of the universe would be conquered and wiped out.
Humans were fragile creatures, terrified of their own demise and their lack of power amongst so many other species. It’s why I think we denied the existence of aliens for so long. Not because humans thought it impossible, but because they didn’t like the idea of not being at the top of the food chain anymore.
What else was Ryojin capable of? What else did they think I could do? The prospect made me incredibly nervous. Ricky had already told me what he thought I could do with practice. Should I ignore it and hope it went away? Disaster would rain down on me no matter what I did.
I took Ryojin’s offered hand and he helped me up. My mind was clamped down hard. Touch could enhance a thought’s clarity per Ricky. I wasn’t sure if it mattered the general was a human and not an Olkchen.
It was time to start putting my escape plan into place.



Chapter Thirteen
 
Tiberius trailed behind me as I weaved my way through the junk tossed into the forgotten hangar bay. The bay doors were welded shut and all the controls to open it to space were disconnected. I’d checked the first time. Everything in the abandoned hangar was covered in a thick layer of dust except where I had swept. I’d claimed the space and I wanted to feel comfortable in it which meant being able to walk barefoot. Sometimes I couldn’t sleep at night and when I laid awake thinking about Wolfe or Kris I came to the abandoned hangar and cleaned up, organizing what I thought might be useful into its own pile and left the junk where it was.
The useful pile stared at me and the massive amount of crap looked daunting. I’d thrown in parts and tools as well as boxes of forgotten tech, even some ammo though there were no weapons I’d found yet. Everything was outdated which was why it simply sat unused in this gigantic makeshift storage room. It was easier for the Federation to buy the new stuff they needed than it would be to update and repair all this stuff.
It was my very own treasure trove.
There were even boxes of crystals; uncut and unused in every color imaginable. Those were precious to me in more ways than one. They were a pleasant memory I had of Wolfe as well as the potential for powering one of the ships that lay dormant in the hangar. Thanks to Ryojin’s training it was not difficult to recall the pages of Wolfe’s manual on the crystals and his various codes.
Ryojin knew I came to the abandoned hangar to train with Tiberius and I’m sure he knew what was in there to some degree, but he didn’t seem worried about it. He’d asked me about my time here over dinner occasionally but it was more of a conversation starter, a way to get to know me better than anything.
You can’t be sure of that, a voice whispered through my thoughts. I shuddered and tried to ignore it.
I picked up a part for an engine and looked at it closely. Lots of parts lay around, ignored and sad-looking. My eyes scanned the old and broken ships forgotten and in disrepair. Maybe I could scrounge up enough parts to fix one of the ships. I would need a ship with a hyperdrive and a long enough range to run far away from Enzo.
I put the part aside and rummaged through the ‘good’ pile until I had separated the parts into different piles for each of the ships in the hangar with another stack of stuff I might be able to use to make the door work again.
The hangar doors being welded shut was a problem. My mind calculated the time I would need to have the bay doors working and how many hours a day I could be here without raising suspicion. I’m sure there was some sort of surveillance even if no one actively watched it.
The cameras would need to be found and then looped when I came to work at night. It was the best time as long as I made sure no one knew I’d left my quarters. That would be the most difficult part. If Ryojin thought I was asleep in my bed he would have no reason to question the hours of empty footage at night in the hangar. The looped cameras would also need to be accessible so I could turn the loop on and off. I needed it to see me when I came in during the day. If I suddenly changed my routine the general might become suspicious and investigate.
An abandoned marauder ship looked promising.
Tiberius climbed up onto one of the dirty boxes and flopped down. Dust puffed up and made me sneeze. I waved it away with a frown. He’d need to be brushed before I would let him in my bed. The cub was a little bigger than a Labrador now and he surveyed the hangar from his perch, keeping watch as it were. Most of the training we did was almost second nature to him now. He’d caught on to what was needed from him in certain situations and most of the commands I no longer needed to give.
The lougar cub learned almost as quickly as I did. I watched him watching me and he yawned, tongue lolling in a cat smile around his dagger-like teeth. I was still convinced he was smarter than Andvari’s people thought the lougars were, but I hadn’t been able to prove it outright yet. It wasn’t just his ability to learn. I knew he could understand me when I talked. There had to be a way to understand him. I simply hadn’t found it.
I’d start with the marauder, I decided. It was the best of the three available. The transport would probably need to be modified with a range-extender. I wanted to get them both working in case something went wrong, but the marauder was my first choice as it had mounted weapons.
My plex pressed against my hip as I leaned over to scratch Tiberius under the chin. I took it out and walked slowly to the marauder as I scrolled through the data Ryojin had sent me. I pulled myself into the cockpit through the wrenched door with one arm. Tiberius followed. The pilot’s chair was dusty too but it was the most comfortable place. I wasn’t sure exactly where the cameras were but the wide window would make it easy to see where I was from three different corners of the hangar. The fourth could only see my legs propped up on the dash, or so I assumed from the probable positions.
The Art of War was hidden under the dash in a toolbox with actual working tools. The cipher had to be broken. I wanted to read the information so badly. It had been eating at me ever since I’d hidden it. Colton had given his life to keep the book safe and the knowledge he had locked away in his brain.
Once I hacked into what was on the chips I would have to decide what I would then do with the information. I still didn’t know where I stood on the whole matter, but I didn’t want anyone to know what was on the chips before I figured it out.
My eyes flicked from the key to the book and back to the display on my plex. I was pretty sure Ryojin could remotely access what I kept on there so my finger wrote the translations in the dust, too quick to easily follow. As soon as I finished a page I stopped and read what I’d written and committed it to memory before wiping away the evidence.
I stashed the book back in the toolbox but fiddled with the handwritten key. Should I destroy it? Now I knew the cipher, I didn’t need a physical copy anymore. The code transformed as I read, one of the benefits of a high functioning brain. It would be safer if I destroyed it. I couldn’t easily explain its existence.
I looked over the key on the paper and was impressed with its complexity. The Art of War was written with Chinese characters so it wasn’t a straightforward letter translation. I’d had to figure out if the word key was in Standard English or Chinese. From there I had to choose the word that might fit best and then figure out which letter in the word was the one I needed.
I tossed the key in my mouth and let it sit for a second so my spit could soak it through and then swallowed. I made a face at the ashy taste of it but I felt better knowing I was the only person on the base who could read what was on the rebel chips.
The first page I’d decoded was a set of back and forth comms between Colton and his rebel contact. His contact went by the codename Bagheera. I recognized the name from Leo. He’d mentioned the same person though I still didn’t know who it was and it was doubtful the chips would tell me.
It looked like they were talking about Heishi Project subjects. The subject numbers matched the ones I’d seen in Lyn’s scientific journal. She uploaded her findings every night and it had become like my morning newspaper. I was desperate to know as much as I could about the genetic alterations and the differences between these modern humans and me.
It was the only thing I could think of to explain the differences. Something in modern humans had changed over the last five hundred years and it was why I didn’t need subsequent doses as well as avoiding the nasty psychological side effects.
Colton had piggybacked the system the same way I had, allowing him access to the program’s top secret files. I frowned. Why wouldn’t the military have a better security system for something so classified? Colton could be genetically engineered as well which would explain how he could go in the system undetected, but Ryojin was smarter than the both of us and if I knew the hole in the security was there then so did he.
Why hadn’t he fixed it yet?
Tiberius whined and I looked up as something clattered to the ground. Someone else was in the hangar. Frantically I looked around to make sure the dust on the floor didn’t show any remaining evidence of my scribbling. The toolbox was closed and tucked under the dash, almost unseen in the shadows.
Who would be in the hangar and why?
Tiberius came to lay right next to my chair and I kept my legs propped on the dash, crossed at the ankle as I continued to read the encoded chips. I frowned as if I didn’t know what the gibberish said and then listened to the movements of whoever skulked about.
Voices rose and sounded hollow in the empty space.
“I thought you were watching her,” a man said in irritation.
“No, you were supposed to be watching her.”
“The general is out of his mind if he thinks I want anything to do with the monster she keeps around. I don’t know why he indulges her so much.”
The first man responded with a smug tone. “Because she can kill us both with her bare hands you idiot, didn’t you hear what happened to Colton?”
His words made me feel sick to my stomach. I figured there would be rumors among the other soldiers. I had no idea what it would do to my reputation. I wasn’t sure I liked it, but I’d be damned if I wouldn’t use it to my advantage.
The general had guards checking on me. Were they part of the Heishi Project or prospects? I bet if they managed to keep me in line, of all people, they’d be invited. I smiled. Maybe I should give them something to think about.
My fingers moved and flicked in the hand motion for Tiberius to intimidate. He’d appear among the piles of junk and ships like a phantom before pinning them in one spot. His paws were silent as death as he slunk out of the marauder and I imagined him winding around the boxes until he was in position. My feet were silent as Tiberius’s as I slipped down the ladder and pressed my back against a tall stack of cargo boxes, heavy and dusty. His growl rumbled through the hangar and seemed to multiply as it echoed against the walls.
“Oh shit!” one of them exclaimed and the scramble of their boots to move back and away sounded loud in the large empty space.
That was my cue.
I appeared behind Tiberius like a ghost with their attention so focused on the cub. They jerked, startled when I walked up to my cub and scratched behind his ears. Another silent signal and he sat on his haunches. The fierce growl disappeared but he watched them like mice in a trap; tasty mice.
“Is there something I can help you boys with?” I asked.
They stared at me like I was the bogeyman with their mouths hanging open slightly. One cleared his throat and the other made an awkward noise.
“Normally I don’t have guards trailing me, what does Ryojin want?” I demanded, crossing my arms in annoyance. This was supposed to be my free time.
My eyes inspected them from head to toe. They didn’t have the build to be one of the male soldiers in the Heishi Project. Something in the serum broadened their shoulders and added lots of muscle. It was the same in Ryojin, and come to think of it Kris had slightly broader shoulders too.
I felt a pang of sympathy; maybe I should be nice to them. It would take nothing to bring them down, not even worth the dust I’d get on my sweater. It could be the general’s test for them, not for me I decided as I cocked my head to the side in thought.
“We came to let you know General Ryojin has moved up the trip and he needs your presence immediately,” the cuter one said.
I liked his pretty brown, upturned eyes. The other was too skinny and his mouth was still open. I arched my brow at him and planted my hands on my hips. “He made you come all the way out here to tell me that when he could have sent me a comm?”
The skinny one with golden hair blushed and closed his mouth. “Yes, but no.”
The pretty one had a glint in his eye. This was a test for both of us. I grinned and signaled to Tiberius before either could bring up their guns.
I dove to one side, somersaulting when I hit the ground until I hit the box with new turbines even if they were last year’s model. It would be heavy and thick enough to act as a shield against pulse fire.
Tiberius had pounced behind another box and I knew he’d be circling around to stalk and attack from behind. This little stunt was to see us work as a team and how the two guards fared in the process. I wanted to recommend the taller one over the skinny one if only for his looks.
They held a furiously whispered conference I could hear as if I stood right next to them. The two guards were arguing about who should go where. Were they new partners or simply afraid? I eased around the cargo box as I listened to the two sets of boots separate. I went after the taller one with the brown eyes, trusting Tiberius to catch his own mouse.
One foot crossed in front of the other until I eased out from the protection of the cargo box. Brown Eyes faced the marauder I’d been in and hesitated as he looked at it. Yes, it was a perfect hiding spot and I was fast enough to have reached it if I wanted. But he should know better than to think I would hide.
Four steps behind him, and then three…two…I barely disturbed the dust I was so quiet, so in control of every move I made. Not even my clothes brushed against each other to make noise. My breath so slow and even, I practically held it as my heart rate slowed to almost nothing.
I became nothing more than a shadow on the wall.
My breath tickled the back of his neck and he spun in alarm. I caught his rifle with one hand and ripped it from his grip. He tried to attack with a right hook but I’d already tossed the gun to the floor and redirected the punch with one hand, stepping slightly to the side. His eyes showed a glimmer of fear when he realized I could easily snap his arm.
I didn’t want to hurt him too badly since he never actually had a chance to win. Instead of breaking his arm I swung him around and jumped on his back. One arm went around his throat and the other held it in the crook of my arm so I could pull back. My legs wrapped around his waist and I arched to put all my weight on his throat. The gurgling noise made me grimace but I held on and tightened my grip even more. He dropped like a stone and I caught myself, landing on my feet to ease him down to the ground gently.
The entire incident had taken maybe five seconds.
Tiberius’s growl rippled through the hangar and the following scream made the hair on my body stand up on end. I sprinted towards the noise, launched myself over boxes, and dodged junk lying all over the floor. I found Tiberius with his front paws on the skinny guard’s shoulders, pinning him to the floor with his fangs bared inches from the man’s throat. My nose wrinkled at the smell of piss and I gave the cub the hand signal to stand down. Slowly he inched off the man so I could peer down at him unhindered.
 “That monster should be put down,” he muttered, angry at his own fear.
Disgusted I gave him a swift kick, my foot clipping the underside of his jaw as he started to stand up. He crumpled to the ground, unconscious. I would definitely not be recommending him to Ryojin.
I looked up at the one camera I knew for sure existed and grinned, giving it a wink before sauntering out of the hangar with Tiberius prancing at my heels.



Chapter Fourteen
 
“You’ll be going in as yourself,” Ryojin informed me as he pulled up a blueprint of the house where the party would be. “Only I’ve given you the title of Ambassador due to your language proficiency as well as made you my plus one.”
I nodded from the couch and memorized the blueprints. We were supposed to attend a ridiculously extravagant party for Earth’s political elite and as one of the major noble families Ryojin was invited.
The pretty boy with the brown eyes had a name, Jax. He would accompany us as my personal bodyguard. If he made it through this mission alive he’d be accepted into the Heishi Project. Ryojin was excited since he would be the first to test Lyn’s new serum based on my genetics without having to work around the old version. He was hopeful there would be no psychological side effects.
“Once we’re in the residence I want you to excuse yourself at some point and look for evidence Lord Wolfe is a benefactor to the rebellion.”
My hands jerked and I nearly spilled my coffee all over his nice couch. “Lord Wolfe?” I clarified, proud of how my voice didn’t waver or stutter. I had completely forgotten Wolfe was from a noble family as well. I’d seen his mother the one time she’d commed him, and I knew he had a sister, but I was supposed to be in his house, spying on his family? The thought made me sick.
Chase Wolfe was dead and I wasn’t even sure his family knew. Oh god, how was I going to do this?
“That’s not a problem is it?” Ryojin asked with a sharp edge to his voice.
I hesitated. He knew it was, but could I get over it? “Tell me why you think he might be a benefactor first.” There had to be a line I wouldn’t cross somewhere.
Jax choked from behind me, clearly shocked and appalled at my audacity. Ryojin leaned against the couch, annoyingly close to my arm so I shifted back to put some space between us. “Chase Wolfe was a previous member of the Heishi Project and as such the Jaguarundi most likely contacted him in the last few years. If they did contact him there is a good chance they reached out to Lord Wolfe for the funds to protect his only son, even if Wolfe was never a part of the rebellion himself.”
His reasoning was sound, but how could I search Wolfe’s house like that? What if I was asked about Wolfe? I’d have to lie, and his mother was far too perceptive for me to fool her.
Thankfully I was going in as myself. Lady Wolfe knew my real name. Somehow I would have to explain to her how I became an ambassador. It had only been a few months since Wolfe had last spoken to her.
It felt like years.
“Okaaaay,” I said slowly. Honesty with Ryojin was vital even if I risked insubordination. “I’ve talked to Lady Wolfe once,” I admitted. “She knows me as Katerina and that I was on the Wolfegang with her son four months ago.”
Ryojin nodded as if he already knew but he squinted at the blueprints displayed on the wall to add the new information to his plans. “That shouldn’t add any complications,” he said, sounding pleased at my confession.
I desperately hoped Wolfe’s mother didn’t recognize me and the whole subject became a non-issue. I made a face. Not even I believed my luck would be that good.
“When we land in Paris,” Ryojin continued. “We will be staying at the Wolfe’s personal home with the other one hundred and fifty guests. The Ambassador’s Dinner is tonight at 2000 hours. I will need you to meet me prior to the dinner so you can gather the required equipment, Katerina.”
My mouth dropped open as the information sunk in, but I was still stuck on the fact we were going to be in Paris in a few hours. The Federation must have some ridiculous hyperdrives not approved for civilians if we were able to reach Earth so quickly. I made a mental note to look into it later and then frowned in confusion.
“I thought the Wolfe’s house was in New Angeles,” I said, suddenly unsure.
Ryojin nodded and flicked through the data on his plex. “Their personal family home is. Their house in Paris is reserved for vacationing and business.”
Geez…Wolfe had never mentioned exactly how wealthy his family was. I didn’t think they had much money with the way he was constantly living paycheck to paycheck on the Wolfegang. How his family lived it seemed like he’d have some sort of trust fund or something.
The general gave a signal and Jax disappeared through the office door. Ryojin’s office on his flagship was more like a fancy hotel room with how much space and luxury there was. His desk had gold scrollwork and I didn’t doubt it was real gold either. The leather couch I sat on could easily hold twelve people as it sprawled the length of the room, curving around the corner. One of his walls was a part of the hull. The technology he possessed allowed the entire wall to become a viewer with real-time vids of space. A window would have been too risky and could compromise the integrity of the hull.
There was a wait staff specifically to serve him when they weren’t on duty. Briefly I wondered how they were assigned such a shitty job; to join the military only to become a servant. What a rude surprise.
Jax reentered the room with a garment bag in his hand. He brought it over to the general and then went back to the door to stand guard. “Very good,” Ryojin said, carrying the bag over to me. “This is for you to wear tonight. Everything you need is in this bag. See to it you look the part.” The wry grin on his face took the sting out of his words and I accepted the bag from him, feeling its weight in my hands. I didn’t open it despite how curious I was.
He flicked to the next image and it looked like the Great Hall on Reidgotaland with the gold leaf and white marble, but it had more of an art deco feeling than a tribute to ancient gods. “This is where we will be dining.” He flicked his finger again. “This is where we will mingle for a few hours before the official dinner.” A ballroom filled the wall in place of the hall.
I gaped and wondered how one family could own so much wealth.
Ryojin put his plex on his desk and crossed his arms to glare at me in seriousness. “During the social hour you will find Lord Wolfe’s study and search his database, as well as any physical evidence he might have lying around.” He looked at me in speculation. “I want his financial records, all of them. The ones he doesn’t report to the Federation as well as all his business financials.”
“Of course,” I muttered. My mind raced as I thought of what I would need and how I would go about it. A locked door might prevent a problem, especially if it was coded.
It was as if Ryojin read my mind. “We have all the equipment necessary to successfully complete the mission,” he said. “As long as you don’t leave fingerprints or DNA I don’t care what damage you do.” He waved his hand in annoyance. “If you are caught neither I nor the Federation will account for you,” Ryojin warned.
Maybe he had read my mind. Nervous I reinforced my mental walls. If he was constantly trying to find his way in I couldn’t feel it. He was subtle and gentle enough I might not. Surface thoughts were his to peruse. “I get it,” I grunted, still distracted by my musings. “I’m caught I die, or worse.” Blah, blah, blah, it was all very James Bond and I could do it in my sleep with the amount of training I’d had.
Seriously, I learned Modern Mandarin last night in my sleep so I could have another language to my name for this Ambassador role, an entire set of humanity had claimed a galaxy and ruled it as if it were ancient China; the Xian Galaxy. Their roots to their heritage were strong and unbreakable. It was also the only way I could explain my sudden interest in Ancient Chinese as well without rousing more of Ryojin’s suspicions.
Mentally I made a list of what I would need to read before we reached Earth. My heart clenched with an unexpected pang. Earth – my planet and my home.
Was it still my home though?
The Wolfegang had felt like home, but it wasn’t just the ship. It was the people on the ship and one had broken his word when he promised he’d let me go, and then he’d died for it. Another betrayed me to the Federation for his own ends and the third…well for once I had nothing bad to say about Celeste but I wouldn’t say we were close either. My hands clenched and I took a cleansing breath to just…let it go. The Wolfegang was no longer a part of my life.
I didn’t have a home but I didn’t think I needed one. Kris was out there and he was alive. I’d make my way to him one day.
“Can you send over the packet?” I asked Ryojin. He watched me closely, gleaning more out of my silence than I wanted him to. The man had an eerie way of knowing exactly how I felt and why. “I’m going to make sure I have everything.”
The general nodded and tapped something on his plex, a second later my own pinged when it received the file and message from him. “Only bring the garment bag and one other bag of your necessities. You will be searched and as an ambassador you are not allowed any weapons on the grounds of peace. Your bodyguard will carry some of what you need and I will carry the rest.”
The bag was heavy in my hands and I stood, Tiberius unfolding to his feet from his spot on the couch next to me. A glimmer of fear rippled through Jax and then was gone.
“The cat stays on my ship, Katerina,” Ryojin warned.
I grumbled a half-hearted agreement. His point was obvious and even I knew taking Tiberius was a bad idea when I was supposed to be making nice, but I didn’t like not having my backup. My eyes inspected Jax from his boots to his new haircut. I guess he would have to do. “Come with me,” I told the guard.
Ryojin slowly made his way around the furniture to my side and placed a warm hand on my waist. A soft kiss on my cheek was mostly for show as he watched Jax closely. “Take care of her, soldier. This will be your shining moment and if you fail…” he trailed off, the threat clear in his tone.
I grimaced and pushed the general away even though I enjoyed the power I had in the simple affection the general gave me. No one in the Federation would lay a single hand on me with him standing behind me in support. I wanted the power he had all on my own and I promised myself I would have it.
Never again would I be helpless.
***
Jax sat awkwardly on one of my couches as I lounged on the opposite couch with Tiberius across my lap. The poor man had no idea what to do or say in my presence and I didn’t feel like making it easier for him, at least not yet.
I’d fed Tiberius and walked him around the small ship for his daily exercise while Jax trailed behind us. We’d gotten a few odd looks but not one person said anything. They moved out of the way as we passed, no matter where we went. Whatever Ryojin had put on my ident chip gave me almost unlimited access, at least so far. I was curious to test how much freedom he’d truly given me.
Once the walk was done we grabbed food and took it to my quarters. They were right next to Ryojin’s and I had a sneaking suspicion they were supposed to be his wife or family’s quarters but I didn’t ask. The last few hours had gone peacefully as I studied the packet, memorizing the floor plans of the Wolfe mansion and what each room was used for.
The study was on the second floor which was for business, the third floor was where the guests were housed, and the fourth floor was for personal use. The bottom floor was open to the public and where the Ambassador’s Dinner was held. The grounds covered a few acres and butted up against the remains of the Eiffel Tower, which had been bombed during the third World War.
Secretly I was grateful I’d seen it when I’d been backpacking across Europe with Victoria and Kris. The picture of us in front of the Eiffel Tower was hidden in my trunk still on the Wolfegang. It would be hard to explain if anyone but Ricky got their hands on it. Hence the reason I’d bought the strongest lock I could find for the trunk a few months ago. But now it didn’t matter anymore. My secret was out and where I came from no longer made a difference. It did hurt to know I might never get my trunk back; it was my last tie to my past.
I sighed and Jax glanced up at me, a question in his eyes but I shook my head. I flicked through the pages on my plex too quickly for the average human to read but I managed it. It was one of the tricks I enjoyed the most. I could learn anything in a few hours. I had Ryojin to thank for teaching me, for the control he’d given me.
Ryojin’s face popped up over the page I was on. Speak of the devil. “Katerina, it is time for you to begin your preparations. We will land in a little over an hour.”
I could tell time but I kept my mouth shut, a feat for me.
The general disappeared and I tossed the plex to the empty cushion next to me. Typical of him to assume it would take me forever to become presentable. Apparently I couldn’t show up on the grounds in the dress I was supposed to wear to the dinner, no I had to wear something else first and then change.
My fingers dug into Tiberius’s fur and he rolled onto his back to look up at me. I scratched under his chin as I contemplated. My makeup would take two seconds with the little makeup device Ryojin had packed in the garment bag. My hair would be a tad more difficult. There was no machine for that.
“Can you do hair?” I asked Jax, more to mess with him than in actual seriousness.
Startled, he stared at me in perplexity. “Uh, no I can’t.”
I made a noise of annoyance. What good was he then? Sure, he was my bodyguard to make it look like I couldn’t take care of myself when he actually came as my backup. I reminded myself I had been the one to recommend him for the Heishi Project and thus his presence was my fault.
“It’s fine I’ll figure it out,” I told him. My fingers fluttered over the plex as I searched for what I needed. My other hand was buried in the cub’s fur, swirling it in little patterns. Tiberius yawned and his long tongue nearly caught my face. He hopped up and gave me a lick before jumping to the ground. He sauntered to my bed and lay across it before giving me a smug look. He wasn’t a fan of my nervous habit of playing with his fur. When I started twirling it around my fingers he made his escape. I tried not to laugh at the cub and failed. Jax only looked confused as he glanced between the two of us.
I found the video I needed and took it over to my tiny little vanity. Jax was silent as I ripped a brush through my tangled hair. The stupid curls had gotten all caught up together from the exhaust in the hangar as we’d boarded Ryojin’s ship. “Why does he frighten you?” I asked my new guard.
“The general or the mon--cat?” he asked, quickly correcting himself as he noticed my glare through the mirror.
I shrugged and pulled the mass of black hair up, setting aside certain sections, my eyes flicking back and forth from the video to the mirror. “Both I guess.” Only the general frightened me, and it wasn’t a fear I was familiar with. Ryojin wasn’t always the general, but I couldn’t fully trust him. The fact I wanted to trust him at all was what frightened me.
“The general doesn’t scare me,” Jax almost scoffed. “He is a great hero, and it is an honor to be a part of this mission. To even be considered as a candidate to the Heishi Project is a huge compliment. Your disrespect for him is disgusting.”
I rolled my eyes and twisted the majority of my hair into an elegant chignon, pinning it to make sure it would stay. I’d have to change it for the stupid dinner so I wanted to keep it simple for now. “I respect Ryojin, just maybe not in the way you are used to seeing.”
He harrumphed in disbelief.
I turned around and pinned him to the couch with my glare. His face paled at the dark grey of my eyes and the power I had to simply remove him from his current candidacy. “Are we going to have a problem?” I asked. “You are my backup and I need to be able to rely on you one hundred percent.”
“No sir, we don’t have a problem,” Jax insisted. “You can trust me to do my job.”
I turned back to the mirror and arranged the remaining pieces up and around the bun to create a pleasing twist and to hide the pins. The makeup case clicked over my face and I inspected myself. The simple makeup made me look a bit more mature but not old and I liked it.
“Good,” I said. “You don’t have to like me to do your job.”
Clearly Jax agreed since he remained silent.
The pantsuit with a matching sash and pin hung up in my bathroom and I closed the door so I could change. The general had thought of everything. There was a set of pearls and gorgeous heels to go with the suit. I was impressed with his taste. If he had the same kind of money the Wolfe family did it was no wonder he could pick a stylish look with the best of them. That or he had someone do it for him, but I doubted it. The items picked for me were well thought out and personal. The grey, linen pantsuit was lined with silk and matched my eyes perfectly. It felt beautiful against my skin. The ruby red, silk shirt paired nicely with my hair. No, I thought as I fingered the pearl earrings, this was all Ryojin. The shirt was the same red I’d seen on him before.
Finished, I stepped out of the bathroom and grabbed my bag. Smirking I handed Jax everything but my purse. “Ready to do this?” I asked him.
Jax nodded and took the bags without a word. He opened my door and let me through first. I blew Tiberius a kiss and I swear he rolled his eyes at me before going to sleep with his head on his paws. The two of us made our way down to the general’s personal shuttle hangar and waited until Ryojin showed up. I heard footsteps and recognized them as his. I turned at the sound and couldn’t help my stare as he made his way over. He wore his uniform, but it was one I hadn’t seen before.
The stark black uniform was tailored to him perfectly and the combat boots he wore were shiny. The cut of the uniform, the silver of the medals and pins showing his rank and accomplishments, were rather understated for the usual military glory. Regardless they seemed to enhance the beauty of his face. The man looked absolutely stunning and I couldn’t keep my eyes from noticing how good his muscles looked through the somewhat thinner fabric.
Ryojin smiled at me deviously, noticing my inspection and I cleared my throat in embarrassment. “You look handsome, General,” I said blandly, averting my eyes. It felt strange using his title, but it was part of my role now and I let my new persona slip over me as easily as the suit I put on.
“As do you, Ambassador.” The smirk never left his face as he offered me his arm.
Jax opened the door to the shuttle and Ryojin led me into the plush seating area for dignitaries and whoever else he might fly with. I imagined the president’s plane hadn’t been nearly this nice. Oh to have money, I thought as I sat gingerly on the cushy velvet chair and buckled myself in.
Ryojin did the same next to me and Jax made his way to the back of the shuttle. Two people I’d never seen before came in. One had the metal wings of the pilot and the other seemed to be a steward. He settled everything in its right place and asked us if there was anything he could get us. After Ryojin’s response and dismissal, the ride down to Paris was quiet.
It only took us an hour to reach Earth’s atmo and the tingling in my stomach was partially from excitement and partially from nerves. It had been a long time since I’d been on Earth, but it was difficult to forget my last few days on the planet. With my new ident chip the mishap with the local police wouldn’t happen again.
The excitement was because I would see my home. No matter how much I grew and how far away I got, Earth was my home planet even if I didn’t belong anymore. I would see Paris again and learn what it has become. It was one thing to see the pictures and a whole other experience to see it. It was still hard to believe the Eiffel Tower was just…gone. It was one of those things I thought would last forever. Like the Coliseum in Rome, which was still there from what I’d read in my research.
The steward brought us drinks and I sipped while I watched our surprisingly gentle descent. The continents started to take shape through the clouds and then slowly the landmarks did as well. Snow covered the mountains and it suddenly occurred to me I had no idea what season it was in the Northern Hemisphere. Space removed all thoughts of things like orange and red leaves and the smell of cinnamon and pine. I had no idea how badly I’d missed the seasons and everything that went with being on the surface of a planet until I saw the snowcapped peaks.
Reidgotaland had been a small slice of paradise and it depressed me to know I’d probably never see the planet, Andvari, or Alva again.
“Once we land, let the servants take you to your room and then wait fifteen minutes before coming to mine,” Ryojin instructed as if I didn’t already know.
We’d only gone over it a thousand times. His room was next door to mine. A secret door connected our rooms, but I doubted the door was actually secret. Our setup probably had the staff talking, but it didn’t matter. We were arriving together so it already looked strange. This door would allow us to be unseen as Ryojin transferred my weapons to me and what I couldn’t easily hide on my person would go to Jax.
The city of Paris came into view and the dividing lines between the old and the new were crystal clear. The architecture seemed to roll through the centuries as we grew closer and closer to the center of the city until the transport landed on the expansive lawn of an enormous house. Staff rushed to the transport, recognizing the general’s insignia on the hull. I watched in amazement as they bowed and scraped and then disappeared with our luggage. The combined status of nobility and military general had everyone stirred up in excitement.
Ryojin gathered his briefcase and made his way to the gangway. He stopped at the threshold and offered me his hand. I wanted to glare at him but the look in his eyes told me I’d better not since this was what was expected of my new role. Begrudgingly I slipped my hand into his waiting one and let him escort me down the stairs. Jax followed closely behind with everything except my purse.
“Thank you, General,” I managed through gritted teeth. The fake smile I plastered on my face hid my irritation.
“Of course, Lady Ambassador, please follow me.” Without waiting to see if I’d follow he set off at a brisk pace and my heels clicked loudly as I managed to keep up without jogging. My teeth creaked as I ground them together. He was essentially dragging me along and I didn’t like it. Servants opened the double French doors for us and we made our way into a wide and beautiful foyer. The scent of roses and lavender hit me and I breathed it in deep. I was so used to the ozone tang of processed and purified air I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed green and growing things.
Perfume and fake scents couldn’t compete.
We went up a sweeping staircase and were led to a set of rooms. A man showed me to mine first and swept open the door. I walked in with Jax right on my heels. He swept the room as a good bodyguard should, checking for dangers and opening the doors to the balcony to see what access someone might have from the outside.
I set my purse on the entryway table and kept the whistle of appreciation to myself. It was old antique-style riches with carved wood furniture. It must be priceless since I knew cutting down trees was illegal now. The only wood allowed to be used for any production was dead trees and branches. Anything made from wood was ridiculously pricey. My fingers trailed the frame of the couch. It felt almost alive after months of cold metal.
I turned to thank the servant but he was already gone and so was the general. My luggage was laid out on the canopy bed with a bouquet of flowers on my nightstand and a note. I ignored the usual pleasantries thanking me for my presence and inhaled the scent of the blood-red roses. The smell was intoxicating and I wondered if they were grown on the grounds. Didn’t nobility have a flower for their house or something? I hadn’t read the details of every single noble house past their businesses and members of the family.
Jax was in the sitting room going through his own luggage. The unmistakable click of guns being put together was like music to my ears. “You should dress,” Jax told me without looking up from his growing display of weapons on the table.
I made a face at him and closed the double doors to the sitting room without a word. My hair fell out of the bun as I took out the pins and I let the curls fall around my shoulders. I did a quick but elegant half-updo before adding the extra bit of makeup. It made my eyes look darker and I knew I would fit right in with the other women. The heavier makeup wasn’t my taste but it went with the silver gown I slipped on. It was backless and draped around my waist until it pooled around my feet. The front of the dress had a high neckline with a boat-neck cut shoulder to shoulder to balance out the low back. The silk felt nice on my skin in the still warm air. Summer was ending and the humidity felt amazing.
I put on the statement necklace Ryojin put in the garment bag to go with it and then the matching earrings. Squinting at the jewels I was almost positive they were real diamonds and it made me sick to my stomach to be responsible for them. He should have given me fakes, but the people attending this kind of event would know if they were. A diamond bracelet went over my wrist and I stepped into the expensive, black heels. I tried not to let it bother me how perfectly everything fit. Ryojin was good, but I didn’t know how he could tailor it to me without knowing my measurements, the items I wore were that fitted.
When I stepped out of the bedroom to grab the red lipstick from my purse, Jax’s head popped up and his mouth fell open. I smiled at his shocked look. It was nice to be appreciated for being a lady every once in a while. “Still scared of me?” I asked, planting a hand on my hip. I waggled my eyebrows at him which only made his blush deepen, the red trailing up his neck.
He said nothing in response, but I’d gotten the reaction I wanted.
“You have everything ready to go?” I asked, reaching into my bag for the tube of lipstick. I slicked it on and smacked my lips. I checked the lines in my compact and then tossed everything back in my purse before turning back to Jax.
He nodded and handed me two holsters. The heels were a lot higher than the ones I had on earlier and they clunked against the wood floor as I walked over to him. My hand grabbed for the holsters and I noticed how careful Jax was to make sure we never touched. It stung but I ignored it and bent over to tie the holsters around my thighs. I wouldn’t be able to carry any guns. I could fit quite a few knives without anyone the wiser though. Jax would have to hold all the rest. He should be shadowing me the whole way through except for the fifteen minutes I needed to steal the files.
He grunted some sort of affirmation before hiding away at least six different guns and a huge hunting knife. He slipped on a suit jacket and it hid the outlines of the weapons nicely. Jax stood and crossed the room to a hanging tapestry. He pulled it aside and knocked on the connecting door. A few seconds later Ryojin yanked it open, adjusting the cuffs on his tux. His appraising eyes looked me up and down in almost shocked approval. “Seems you clean up nicely,” he said, stepping aside.
I brushed by him and into his room. Normally I wore sweats around him so his surprise was warranted, but it still rankled. I wasn’t some street-rat-nobody who didn’t know the first thing about looking presentable, but both Jax and Ryojin had seemed surprised I’d pulled it off. “I have worn a dress before,” I muttered. My fingers trailed over the goodies the general had set out on his mahogany dining table.
Some items the purpose was obvious, but others I had no clue. I picked up a gorgeous ring and brought it closer to inspect it.
“That is for you, my dear,” Ryojin told me. He crossed the room and took the ring from me. I watched him take my left hand and slip it over my index finger, relieved when he didn’t put it on my ring finger. “What does it do?” I asked.
“It shines an invisible light to show those nasty rebel tattoos should someone have one.” Ryojin turned from me and flicked his fingers over the items on the table, looking for one in particular. I eyed the ring again; intrigued he’d managed to make such a device so innocuous. After Colton the general didn’t want to be tricked again.
Ryojin picked up another ring with a huge diamond. It didn’t have the same glow as the ones in my necklace and earrings. “This is a poison ring,” he told me, flicking the top open. Inside was a clear liquid. “Inside is only a sedative. I want to take this rebel alive.” Ryojin handed me the ring and I slipped it onto the middle finger of my left hand, nestled against the smaller diamond on my index finger. He narrowed his eyes at me and his face became stern, inarguable. “Are we clear on that?” he asked.
I nodded. No mistakes this time. If Lord Wolfe was the rebel I didn’t think I could murder him, I’d already gotten his son killed. “Anything else I need?” I asked, feeling the weight of the jewels, both real and fake.
“This,” Ryojin said. It was a tiny little comm and he put an identical one in his own ear. “Don’t let anyone see you talking into it or reacting to my instructions.”
I rolled my eyes. Duh, I wasn’t stupid. It was common sense and he was treating me like someone who hadn’t spent the last few months training for this very mission, even if I hadn’t realized it at the time.
The tiny comm clipped to my earring and Ryojin handed another to Jax. My bodyguard slipped it into his ear and then Jax went into the other room to test them. His voice came over loud and clear as I looked over the rest of the weapons and whatnot Ryojin had laid out.
I caressed a pulse pistol jealously. There was no way I’d be able to sneak it inconspicuously into my holster. The men would have no such problem with their jackets. I eyed Ryojin as he took a watch from the table and put it on his wrist in a smooth motion. Cuff links were next and they glittered as brightly as my diamonds and I wondered what kind of an arsenal he was building into his wardrobe. After tucking away a few more items he handed Jax another, less flashy watch and simple cuff links. They muttered quietly to each other and I crossed my arms, going over the detailed floor plan displayed on the wall once more.
The setting sun felt warm through the open balcony doors and I sighed. I wished we had more time. Time I could use to maybe walk the gardens and soak up Earth. I walked out onto the balcony and rested my hands on the railing, my chest open to the sun. My eyes closed in contentment and I breathed deep.
I could feel Jax and Ryojin’s eyes on me but I ignored them. There were only a few minutes I had left to enjoy myself before the lying and pretending began. They would be the last few minutes of peace I’d have for a long time.



Chapter Fifteen
 
I sipped delicately from my champagne glass and kept my eyes down as I studied every guest as they arrived. I recognized all their faces from the information packet and my mind fed me their names and occupations as a running commentary in the background. More servants toted silver platters of champagne and wine. I snatched a strawberry tart as it passed by and took a small bite. The strawberry was fresh and juicy as it settled on my tongue. The flavor was indulgent and my eyes closed for a second as I enjoyed the first fresh-from-the-vine strawberry I’d had since before the experiment.
Ryojin and I had gotten a few odd looks when we made our way down to the huge open room with hors d’oeuvres served on fancy trays. No one had known Ryojin had a guest, let alone an ambassador, for his plus one and the looks on their faces when my new title was announced was almost worth the six inch heels. The general and I needed to have a talk about appropriate footwear for dangerous missions where I might be required to—I don’t know, run.
As Ambassador to the Xian Galaxy I had a few people come up and ask me about it after their initial greeting to the general. Other Ambassadors sought me out and I smiled through it all, glad I had practiced so hard on my New Chinese when one of them managed to know it as well; overachievers the lot of them.
Ryojin escorted me to the corner so he could make his rounds, kissing me on the cheek before he left. I knew it was a weird high society rule but his familiar touch made me uncomfortable in front of so many watching eyes.
I hadn’t seen anyone in the Wolfe family yet and I was doing my best to make sure it stayed that way.
“How’s the champagne, Lady Ambassador?”
I spun around at the voice, choking on the tart in my mouth. For a split second I swore it had been Wolfe who’d asked me the question, but when my eyes settled on an attractive man in his late forties I knew it was his father instead. They were nearly twins. Lord Wolfe was a few inches shorter, a bit more slender, and his shoulders were a little narrower but the build and the bone structure in his face was identical to his dead son’s. Wolfe had his mother’s green eyes but the rest of his warm brown coloring came from his father. The similarities between them were striking and hit me like a punch to the gut.
I couldn’t breathe as I tried to process his words.
Wolfe was dead and his father stood before me now, innocent in his ignorance. I felt sick. Lord Wolfe didn’t know me but his wife would recognize me. “Uhh…” An answer to his question would be a good start, I told myself. I sipped the champagne to give myself more time. “It’s wonderful, Lord Wolfe,” I finally responded. My voice was strong and sure, delighted even. I could lie with the best of them now.
“I’m pleased to hear it.” He slipped his hands into his suit pocket and I flinched at the habit. Wolfe had done the exact same thing before starting a conversation. “Tell me, when did you become an ambassador? I don’t believe I’ve ever heard of you.” His brown eyes were cunning and clever and saw right through me.
I smiled and placed my hand delicately on my hip, the other set my glass down on a nearby table and lingered there, my fingers playing with the stem. I was the picture of sophisticated grace even though my feet were killing me. “I recently received the position as a thank you for keeping the peace between the Federation and the Emperor. General Ryojin hired me the next day, speeding up the process with his personal connections.” I cocked my head to the side and my smile widened. “Though I’m not sure how it matters.”
Lord Wolfe rocked back on his heels, properly chagrined at his own suspicions. He was too clever, too quick like his son. I needed to make my getaway.
“If you’ll excuse me, I need to go to the ladies’ room.” I turned, leaving my glass of half-drunk champagne. I nearly stumbled back when I saw a beautiful woman right behind me, so close we nearly touched. She didn’t look a day over thirty but I knew that she was. Lady Wolfe smiled at me with open arms as if we were the best of friends.
Without thinking I returned the hug. Her mood was infectious. Panic filled me. The only person who would recognize me had found me and somehow I hadn’t heard her approach. She didn’t even disturb the air.
“Katerina! I didn’t know you would be here!” she exclaimed.
I took a step back from her and nearly collided with Lord Wolfe before I caught myself. He walked around me to his wife’s side and slid his arm around her waist before settling all of his attention on me. I regained my composure after the small slip. If I didn’t have such perfect outward control I’d be sweating. “Yes, I’m a guest of the General’s,” I explained.
“Darling,” the lord of the house crooned, his suspicion returning to his eyes. “You know the Ambassador?”
“Yes of course! This is Katerina, the woman Chase told me all about.” Her jade-green eyes twinkled at me. “He spoke so highly of you.”
My heart hurt and twisted at her words.
“Really?” I asked my words soft and nearly inaudible. “That was nice of him. Please, excuse me.” I tried to step around them but her small hand reached out and settled on my arm in a way that made me feel warm and loved, just as my own mother used to do.
“I haven’t heard from Chase in a few months. It’s not unusual but I thought he would have contacted me if…things had changed,” she said gently. Her understanding, upturned eyes crinkled in the corners and reminded me so much of Wolfe. His eyes had looked at me exactly the same way.
The concern deep in her eyes undid me and tears welled. I knew she would think it was because things didn’t work out and I couldn’t tell her the truth. Her face fell in sadness and a tear slipped out to fall on my hand. How could I tell her Wolfe was dead because he’d loved me? She was pulling the memories and emotions I’d buried to the surface with her mere presence and I felt like I was drowning in them.
“I’m so sorry,” Lady Wolfe said. She pulled me into a comforting hug. I was ashamed at how much I needed it. “I was sure you were the one for him,” she whispered in my ear.
I guess we’d never know. Kissing her cheek in thanks I pulled back. “Please excuse me.” I didn’t wait for permission this time and made my way through the crowd of dignitaries and military hotshots to the stairs near the kitchen, wiping furiously at my face. This was exactly what I thought would happen and I’d promised myself I wouldn’t let it bother me. I was supposed to have everything under control, but a few kind words from Wolfe’s mother and I fell apart.
My heels clicked against the marble stairs in a quick rhythm. It wasn’t lady-like to run but I didn’t care. I took those steps as fast as I could without tripping. When I reached the landing I took the right to the bathroom and barged through the swinging door. It was a large powder room meant for guests and I went straight to one of the sinks to plant my hands on the porcelain. I breathed deep, in through my nose and out through my mouth, forcing my pulse to slow down and calm the pulse of the adrenaline. My thoughts slowed and I was able to shove the emotions back down.
There was nothing I could do about Wolfe’s death. It was done and over. He had made his choice, I reminded myself. I simply had bad luck with men. They ended up dead. I needed to figure out my life before trying to find some kind of happiness with another person.
I looked up and searched my eyes in the mirror. Their grey was almost silver today and the color stood in stark contrast to the black eyeliner. I was struck by the similarity of this moment to the one on Reidgotaland when I’d hidden in the bathroom as I thought I was going insane. This time I knew I wasn’t, but the strength of the emotions after so many weeks had shocked me.
My back straightened and my resolve came back. I wanted to finish this. Once I found the proof I could leave and never have to face Lord and Lady Wolfe again. I tucked a loose hair behind my ear and recalled the exact floor plan to the second floor and then where I was in relation to the study. My hands nervously smoothed the front of my dress. I could do this. My shoes came off and I stashed them under the sink right next to the extra soap.
I went to the bathroom door and pressed myself against the wall, bare feet silent as I pushed the door open a hair. The hall was empty. My ears strained to hear anything under all the noise from downstairs, but there were no footsteps coming up the stairs or down the hall. Slipping out of the bathroom I kept my back close to the wall and quickly made my way around the corner, pausing again to listen for security or a stray guest. Everyone was downstairs as planned and the second floor seemed to be completely empty.
The marble was cold. I followed the path in my head down multiple, winding hallways and passed what felt like a thousand doors. The art on the walls caught my eye on occasion but what could have only been more elegant decorations went by unnoticed. I was too busy making sure I wouldn’t be caught.
The study was on the other end of the large mansion, taking up an entire corner. I tested the handle. The door was locked. Taking out one of the gadgets I’d found on Ryojin’s table I stuck it in the keyhole. Gears whirred as it molded to the shape of the lock until there was a click. I pushed open the door and smiled. I was definitely not giving the high-tech lock pick back to the general. I slipped through the small space I left for myself, softly closed the door behind me, and then locked it. I turned to face the massive study. It was like something out of a movie with books lining the room from floor to ceiling. One entire wall was made up of glass with a view of the garden. The large desk was the focal point of the room with a massive fireplace behind it. There was an extremely masculine feel to the room with what appeared to be real leather couches and a matching armchair. The study was decorated in forest greens and navy blues with rich blacks as a backdrop.
My fingers caressed the top of the leather couch as I padded over to the desk. Real leather was another one of those luxuries that seemed so rare. It was an Earth item and not all the people on the other planets could afford the import costs, only other nobility or large businesses.
I remembered the collection of real paper and leather books Wolfe had stashed in his office. It was worth a fortune and looking at the thousands of books in the study the wealth this family possessed floored me. The oak desk beckoned and I sat in the large office chair meant for a man of power. The scent of cologne and leather surrounded me as I surveyed the study from Lord Wolfe’s perspective. It was intoxicating.
The drawers on either side were locked but the pick made quick work of them and I rifled through the items. They seemed to be mostly keepsakes and the like. My hand brushed against leather and intrigued I pulled out a small journal. I flipped through the pages and read a few lines here and there. A science journal with information on his genetic research, I took pictures of the pages he’d written on and then tucked it back where it belonged. There was an ancient Chinese coin among other trinkets, some old and some new but varied across cultures and purposes. Most items I didn’t recognize. Then I moved my attention back to the desk itself.
It was old so the computer interface wasn’t an integral part of the desk. It was modified to the oak somehow to allow the computer interface to work. I wasn’t sure how to activate it. Tapping the surface and waving my hand over the top did nothing. I ran my hands along the underside of the desk, searching the sides and all the nooks and crannies until I found what I was looking for. My finger pressed the small indentation and the hologram popped up, asking for a passcode.
The lock pick went on the top of the desk and I tapped my fingers as I watched it crack the code. The device picked any lock I could ever come across and I’d be damned if Ryojin would take it from me. He might not even know I had it since he hadn’t assigned it. I’d snatched the piece while he wasn’t looking.
The computer dinged in recognition and opened up, giving me access to everything. I set another chip on the surface of the oak and started the data transfer, a complete copy of Lord Wolfe’s machine. I needed confirmation of his rebel status before I drugged him. I opened every file I could find and scanned them, speed reading nearly as quickly as the files were transferred. Wolfe’s father had extensive research and medical papers he’d written on his field of genetics. Some of the findings were written by Lady Wolfe and then others were written by Wolfe’s sister, Dashka.
Squinting as I read I felt a sense of surprise. I hadn’t realized his sister had gone into the same field as their parents. It made sense why Wolfe had always felt like an outsider, and how giving up his status as heir to join the military wasn’t such a big deal to him.
Dashka would have ended up the heir regardless when he died. The morbid thought settled in my bones and I couldn’t shake the overwhelming depression seeing his parents had triggered. I mentally filed away the genetic information and started going through his finances.
This was his main computer and it was identical to the five others he had across the planet. They updated and synced simultaneously across continents and I made sure there weren’t any other files hiding on the other machines of his I could access. Satisfied, I scrolled through the boring mass of numbers.
There were zero discrepancies through the last five years. I didn’t think there would be any past that, but I’d have a chance to look at the transactions later. I stood and walked to the bookshelves. If he didn’t have The Art of War I honestly doubted Lord Wolfe secretly funded the rebels.
Which begged the question: who was?
There had to be some wealthy lord or lady with a son or daughter who had disappeared after getting a sudden promotion. Not all soldiers were fit for the program. Not all meshed well with the drugs and genetic alterations. The ones who didn’t die or weren’t put away for their insanity might not live long enough once they’d decided to leave the military. There had to be a grieving parent here at the party. 
I wondered where Ryojin had gotten his intel. I tapped the wood of the shelves as I walked the length of the room. My eyes scanned over the titles and flicked back and forth from the desk. I didn’t have much time before someone would wonder where I was or the possibility Lord Wolfe decided he needed something from his study.
The titles were organized by subject and author. Lord Wolfe did have a copy of The Art of War and it was even in the original Chinese, but a man of his wealth could easily own such an item. I picked it up and flipped through it. There was no key hidden among the pages and there was a layer of dust. It made me think he had no idea it was the cipher to a rebel code. I put it back down and frowned.
The files had finished transferring. I padded back over to the desk and grabbed my stuff, tucking it all into my thigh holster. I logged out and shut down the machine, pushing the chair back into the exact position it had been in before I’d sat in it.
Voices reached me from the hall and adrenaline spiked, bringing up bile as my stomach roiled in a sudden panic. I dashed to the double doors to the balcony and listened for the direction the steps were headed in. The sound of shoes on the marble drew closer and I made out Lord Wolfe’s voice talking to another man’s about a special cigar he kept in his study.
My eyes flicked around the room and I crouched as my hand reached the handles. I couldn’t hide. I needed out. The doors were locked of course and I wasted precious seconds getting them open. I’d have to risk the chance he’d wonder how they were unlocked the next time he used them. The French doors clicked shut and I pressed myself against the outside wall right when I heard the study doors open. They spoke in soft, masculine tones and I ignored the polite chatter. Scanning the balcony to the left and the right, I did a few quick calculations. The map in my head told me I needed to go left if I wanted to get back to the bathroom where my shoes were. Maybe I should have brought them with me after all, despite the noise they made.
I gritted my teeth in annoyance. Could I jump to the ground floor and then make my way back without anyone noticing I wasn’t wearing the heels? The dress was long enough but the slit would be tricky. I’d done it once before on Reidgotaland though I was pretty sure everyone there had already suspected I was crazy so it hadn’t mattered. Leaning forward enough to gauge the distance I came to the conclusion I couldn’t make the jump to the ground floor safely. I couldn’t climb down the rose trellis either without ruining the dress or hurting myself. The balcony to my left was a reasonable distance away and the most logical option.
I’d never made such a big jump without the safety net Ryojin had set up with his obstacle courses. Nerves turned the champagne in my stomach sour. I could do this. I had to. If the two men decided they wanted to smoke they might come outside and I couldn’t let them see me. My bare feet scuffed against the cement and I pulled myself up to the balcony railing. It would be a straight jump with no running momentum to push me forward. I tried to comfort myself with the knowledge I wouldn’t die if I fell. I would walk away with nothing more than a few bumps and bruises, maybe a sprained ankle.
I crouched, my toes gripping the metal hard and launched myself. My fingers reached out and I felt them brush the metal of the next balcony before losing their purchase. I scrabbled in my panic and my fall stopped abruptly when I managed to grab the cement of the balcony floor. My body swung from the momentum and gravity. My arm protested with my weight and the sudden halt but I gritted my teeth and forced my muscles to work as I lifted my entire body up one-handed until I could grab the wrought iron rail with my other hand. It’s what I had spent so much time working out for. I clenched my jaw in concentration and then pulled myself up and over with both hands.
Landing on my hands and knees in a graceful crouch I took a second to catch my breath, ears straining for signs the men might come out.
“Thank you Lord Wolfe, I haven’t heard from my daughter in six months and my wife is so worried. I have to say I’m concerned as well.” the unknown man’s words drifted to me as they drew nearer to the study’s balcony.
My fingers gripped the lock pick tight as I rammed it into the door’s keyhole. The gadget whirred before the lock clicked into place.
“It’s unlike her to be silent for so long,” the voice continued. “We all know the Federation’s military programs aren’t always sanctioned. I want to make sure she’s alive and well.”
I hesitated with my hand on the doorknob. Lord Wolfe might not be a rebel, but if he was the man noble families went to when looking for their missing children…I didn’t know what to think about that.
What had Wolfe told his father after leaving the military?
A hand on the study doorknob and a noise of confusion reached me. I yanked open the door and slid in, closing it with a soft click before the two men made their way outside. The smell of burning tobacco reached me even through the closed doors. I locked them with a flick of my finger on the deadbolt before turning around. The furniture in the room was covered in sheets and a heavy layer of dust covered everything. I felt it coat the bottom of my feet as I made my way to the hall.
“Don’t worry, I’ll put my sources on it,” Lord Wolfe promised, his voice fading as I moved away from them. “I should know in a few weeks what happened to her.”
My thumb flipped the tiny switch on my ring. I’d need to figure out a way to touch his arm. The tattoo would glow even through clothing and after hearing that little conversation I wanted to be completely sure before writing off Wolfe’s father as a rebel. I prayed he wasn’t. There was no way I could kill him to keep him from Ryojin without raising suspicion. Then there was the fact I didn’t want to kill him. Wolfe’s life weighed heavy on my guilt already. I didn’t need to add more to it.
I slipped out of the abandoned room and locked it behind me. I ran as quickly and silently as I could back to the bathroom. My feet were washed and the heels back on before I heard the sounds of anyone else on the floor. I tapped my comm and whispered, “Files from the study have been retrieved. I don’t have confirmation of rebel status.”
Ryojin’s voice came back filtered and tinny through the comm. “Do you have the subject’s location?”
I hesitated with my hand on the bathroom door and I had no idea why. “In his study,” I responded. “I suggest checking each guest for the rebel tattoo.” We would need to scan every guest for the tattoo and doing it on a person by person basis was idiotic. There had to be a better way.
His grumbles of annoyance came to my mind, like a wave of emotion even though he didn’t speak. Was this like what Ricky could do, was I somehow attuning myself to Ryojin? I shook my head. All this higher brain function crap was too much for me.
“We’ll start on it,” Ryojin clipped. “Get down here so you can dance with every man until we find our rebel sympathizer.”
We hadn’t had dance lessons yet and I didn’t want to look like a fool. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” I asked, heading out of the bathroom and towards the back stairs.
“Katerina, do as I say,” he snapped. Irritation filled me to the point of violence. My hands clenched and I would have smacked Ryojin if I’d been near him.
I plastered a smile on my face and reentered the party as if nothing was wrong. The champagne tray passed by and was a perfect opportunity. I snagged another glass. As long as I stayed far away from Wolfe’s family I would be okay. All I wanted was to find our mark and get the hell out of there.
Walking through the rooms there was a distinct sense of revelry and enjoyment. The party and dinner was a celebration for another year of peace. The chance to speak to dignitaries and ambassadors from all over a valuable commodity, being heard from across continents and galaxies wasn’t always easy. I was a little surprised the president wasn’t attending, but it wasn’t any of my business.
The ballroom glittered by the light of the two hanging chandeliers and I paused on the threshold, taking it all in. A string quartet played on a makeshift stage and couples danced across the marble like butterflies. The steps weren’t too complicated, but I hadn’t had a chance to practice. My eyes watched the women as I listened to the music, memorizing what I could. This was only one dance. I was a quick learner, but it might be suspicious if I stumbled and looked like I didn’t know what I was doing.
“Lady Ambassador, may I have the next dance?”
I smiled without looking to see who’d spoken and turned to him. “I would be delighted,” I said. If he noticed the hint of sarcasm behind my words he said nothing.
His eyes were a soft brown, but they seemed light compared to his coal black skin. His teeth were white and seemed to glow when he smiled. I admired the way he fit into his suit as he offered me his hand. He pulled me onto the dance floor and I popped my half-empty glass on a passing tray before giving him my full attention. My finger flicked the bottom of the ring band and I could feel the warmth of the light once it was activated even if I couldn’t see it.
My left hand with the ring ran up and down his arm. There was nothing hidden under his suit and skin and I politely smiled as he expertly led me through the steps. If nothing else I was grateful he was an excellent dancer. He could tell I was unsure and held me with a firm grip.
Another tap on my shoulder as the song ended and I turned to the next dance partner, almost graceful, as I swiftly ended one dance and begun another with the tempo of the violin. This man had no tattoo either. I scanned the crowd of people as surreptitiously as I could without offending the…guild master? His gold pin displayed the insignia of the silk trade.
I didn’t see Ryojin. How were we supposed to scan each guest, was I supposed to dance with the women as well?
My eyes caught on Lord Wolfe in the adjacent room with the man I suspected was the father of the missing girl. I doubted the father was a rebel based on his current predicament but it would be stupid to assume.
Each song blended into the next and my partners changed with each one. My feet started to hurt but I ignored the pain as I kept tabs on everyone I’d already scanned. I felt Jax’s presence behind me, silent in one of the shadowed corners.
As I turned with my partner my eyes caught Lord Wolfe’s across the crowd and I saw him excuse himself from a conversation before heading my way. I tried to take comfort in the fact nearly every dance was the same and easy to pick up, even if I didn’t have confident partners.
It was unlikely I’d make a fool of myself with Wolfe’s father. I did not want to dance with him though. He would undoubtedly want to talk and I could almost guarantee it would be about his son, the one who had stupidly died. The song ended and I gave a short bow to my partner before I walked to the bar and asked for a glass of water. I tried to be discreet as I checked the room again and I finally found Ryojin. He danced with the grace of a warrior as he swept a beautiful woman across the ballroom floor.
“How was Chase the last time you saw him?” Lord Wolfe asked, directly behind me.
The muscles in my shoulders tensed and I took a sip of water, gathering strength before facing the man who deserved an explanation but wasn’t going to get one. “Stubborn,” I replied. I didn’t bother to fake a smile for him. No doubt he’d be able to see right through it.
A soft chuckle from him made my chest hurt in memory. “Sounds like my son,” Lord Wolfe replied. “I’m sorry things didn’t work out between the two of you.”
I turned to face Lord Wolfe and studied him. He allowed me my scrutiny in silence. He was what Wolfe might have looked like in about twenty or thirty years and I had to remind myself he was my mission. I couldn’t ruin this one with feelings like I had with the last one. “Are you?” I asked, tilting my head in question. It may have been too bold, but I was having a hard time pretending with him. I didn’t like where this conversation was headed and wanted to nip it in the bud.
Lord Wolfe frowned a bit and then regained his composure, offering me his hand. “Would you please dance with me?”
I slipped my small hand in his and found the calluses on his hand intriguing. What could a world-renowned geneticist be doing to harden his hands? He led me into a smooth waltz and my left hand hovered over his arm before settling behind his back in the proper pose. I breathed a sigh of relief, no tattoo on him either. He gave me a curious look when he sensed me relax, but didn’t question it.
“How did the two of you meet?” he asked.
I sighed. “I’d rather not talk about it.” My dress swirled when he spun me. His face was sad when I came back and I felt guilty.
“Please,” he implored. “I don’t know him as well as I’d like to. He left very young and has rarely been home.”
He would never be home again thanks to me, I thought. I could at least give him some good memories to hold onto for a little bit longer. “He rescued me,” I said softly, a small smile on my face as I remembered the care he’d taken with me, a complete stranger at the time. If it hadn’t been for him I’d still be rotting in some cell once the cops had finally caught up with me.
Lord Wolfe nodded as if he’d expected such a thing. “Chase has a soft spot when it comes to damsels in distress.”
I grimaced. “I know.”
“I wouldn’t expect a lady such as yourself to need rescuing though,” he said, eyes sharp.
Glancing up at him I sighed again. He was too smart and saw far more than he should. “I’m a different person now,” I explained. Wasn’t that the truth? A few months ago I would have laughed in someone’s face if they’d told me I’d willingly work for the Federation as one of their experiments. But I hadn’t known about Kris back then and his goal to overthrow an entire government for their stranglehold on the universe.
Wolfe’s father had a soft look on his face as he thought about his son and I desperately wanted to tell him the truth. He must have felt me tense because he looked down in concern. “If there’s anything I can help you with, you only have to ask,” he told me.
A lump in my throat nearly choked me. I needed to leave before I lost it. I halted mid step and dropped my hands. “Thank you for the dance, Lord Wolfe,” I said before turning to leave.
His hand stopped me before I could go more than a step. “Katerina,” he said, voice pleading. “Why did you leave him? My wife says he was happy.”
I glared at him and yanked my arm from his grip. “What makes you think I left him?” I demanded, my voice getting higher with each word to my inner dismay. “Your son left me and I had no choice in the matter.”
It was as close to the truth as I could get.
“Katerina we found her. Meet me in my rooms,” Ryojin’s voice echoed in my ear and I stomped away, angry at the world. I didn’t stop to check if Jax followed me before I click-clacked up the stairs, furious. Stupid men who thought the world revolved around them.
I pushed Ryojin’s door open as he laid an older woman on his couch. She was unconscious. He must have the same sleeping potion he’d given me. “I guess you didn’t need my help,” I said, kicking off my heels. My feet ached from all the dancing. “When do we leave?”
Ryojin frowned but ignored my attitude. “Now. Pack up.”
I didn’t question how we were supposed to leave without being noticed or how we were going to smuggle the woman out of the mansion and onboard the ship without alerting any guards. No, I went straight to my room through my connecting door to do as he asked.



Chapter Sixteen
 
Whoever Ryojin had paid off to keep their silence also allowed us to leave Paris and then Earth itself with the lady in tow. She was a politician from the moon of all places and her family basically owned the rock and the surrounding mining space. She had slept the entire way to Enzo and I never once questioned the general. When he’d asked for the files on Lord Wolfe, it was the first time I’d hesitated. I hadn’t wanted to give them to him, but something pushed me forward so I transferred them to Ryojin’s plex without argument.
I wasn’t sure what confused me more, that I didn’t want him to have the files or I couldn’t make myself keep them from him. I’d even tried to tell him I’d destroyed them once I found out Lord Wolfe wasn’t one of the financial backers of the rebellion, but there was a nagging feeling I couldn’t ignore and I’d given Ryojin everything. I only wish I could have done something for Wolfe’s family, he had saved me the first time we were on Earth.
Tiberius rubbed against me as I reached for a wrench, dirt and dust covering me. I lay on my back, looking up into the dirty engine of the marauder. Only a few parts needed to be replaced and then the hyperdrive needed to be tuned before it would work again. There was a breach in the hull that needed to be repaired and the marauder needed massive amounts of fuel unlike the crystal hybrid engine of the Wolfegang. It would be tricky to acquire some but I was positive I could bribe or terrorize someone to bring me what I needed.
My crate of crystals would help me with some of the repairs and I’d been working on a few programs, but I would have to overhaul the entire marauder system. I wasn’t sure I had the time for such an undertaking. Then to splice the crystal hyperspace system Wolfe designed with the one on the ship would take a lot of work and man-hours. I gnawed on my lip as I worked.
Melancholy had taken hold of me and I felt like I could barely keep my head above the emotions and memories since speaking to Lord Wolfe. They stuck around like a bad smell. Wolfe had saved me in so many ways. He’d given me a life in a world I didn’t belong in and in doing so he had saved me from self-destruction. I’d been so out of my mind when he came for me in the police station, I wouldn’t have made it a day on my own.
There was a clank and wires sparked before oil poured from the engine. I gagged as it dripped onto my face and sat up quickly – mindful of my head – to keep it from getting in my mouth. I rubbed the old oil away on the back of my sleeve and rubbed my nose to try and dissipate the smell. Tiberius came over to make sure I was all right before he flopped down a few feet away to keep an eye on me. I sighed and went back to work. 
Jax was somewhere nearby, but I’d managed to slip away from him in the gym. Ryojin had assigned him as my permanent bodyguard once we were back to Enzo while Jax’s Heishi Project status pended. It wasn’t only to test the new recruit. No, it was to keep an eye on me as well. I’d been in a mood and it set the general on edge. What I did on my own time was no one else’s business. I’d performed as required and this time was my reward. I checked the time on my plex. Jax would probably find me in another twenty minutes or so. 
I tossed a broken piece to the side and grabbed the newer one from my pile of salvaged parts. The part slid into place and I pulled myself back underneath the engine to tighten it down with the wrench. I’d need to come back to finish the engine later during the night and then rewire the consoles over the next few days. Finished with the task I wiped myself down, making sure to get all the grease.
It had been a few days since we came back from Earth and there were some exercises with Ryojin but he had me doing independent study in the afternoons. I assumed he was busy with the woman we’d snatched and I didn’t want to know more about it so I kept my mouth shut. I couldn’t do anything about what he did with her; she had committed treason. I tried not to wonder how Ryojin would treat my brother.
The mission at the Wolfe mansion had messed with my mind and made me question everything. It all felt so surreal after hearing the worry of the man over his daughter while we were at the Ambassador’s Dinner, how I blindly followed the general, and the choices I’d made in the last few months. I was not innocent, I had blood on my hands and it made me a completely different person. Then the serum changed the rest until my mind was a place I hardly recognized anymore. My thoughts were jumbled yet precise and accurate when necessary. Slowly I was getting the hang of it.
The day after we came back, Ryojin took me to Lyn’s lab to watch her give the new and improved serum to the newest recruits. He told me how helpful my DNA was and thanked me for my cooperation. The chance these soldiers would live without mental defects was due to me, but it was difficult to take credit for something when I didn’t do anything. My DNA was the way it was because of scientists and an accident of birth. The general insisted it was all my doing and without my cooperation millions of soldiers would have died trying to make it to this point. Lyn had even smiled.
Then Ryojin took me to a new training center where the newest recruits took a crash course such as I had. Jax would be up next for the serum created from my genes and I hoped it worked. I didn’t want any more people to suffer because of me, like Wolfe’s parents. Not telling them ate at me and I hated myself for being a coward.
I tossed the dirty rag aside and stretched the kinks out. It was time to work with Tiberius. Constant training would keep us both sharp and working like a well-oiled machine. Today we were going to practice stealth, give Jax a run for his money when he finally showed.
Torturing that boy was my new favorite game. I couldn’t do anything about him shadowing me, but I could make him regret every minute of it until he begged Ryojin to assign him somewhere else.
Carefully I put away my tools and the parts I still needed to install, arranging them all to look like another pile of junk. My hand flicked the signal for Tiberius to pay attention. Hopefully we could get to a point where he wouldn’t need as many hand signals from me and he could figure out what he needed to do with my body language alone.
I crouched with my finger to my lips and he sauntered over to press against my leg, eyes on the room for any potential threats, mouth open in his cat smile. The knife in my boot came out with a snick and I held it across my forearm in front of me like a shield. Pressing against the hull of the marauder we went deeper into the abandoned hangar.
Ryojin wanted to spar this afternoon instead of our usual lesson in strategy or language. I figured it was because we’d missed a few days of exercise and he wanted to ensure I wasn’t getting lazy. The general was adamant about my training in an almost psychotic way.
It’s because he doesn’t trust you. I shook my head, trying to rid myself of the unwanted thought.
I got down on all fours and army crawled under boxes in my makeshift obstacle course. Tiberius crawled on his belly next to me and we both made sure to keep the noise to nothing more than a mouse would make.
Ryojin’s trust wasn’t what concerned me at the moment; it was my unwillingness to betray him. Where had this loyalty come from? I owed him nothing. We were even-steven after I completed my first mission.
Something skittered and I paused, Tiberius went still next to me. The sound disappeared and I hoped it was a rat or something and not my mind playing tricks on me again. Maybe he’s conditioned you. My heart fluttered in panic at the thought. No, I didn’t think so. When would he have managed it?
I pushed up on my arms, silently slipping my feet under me and then launched myself up in one smooth motion to land on top of the box in the middle of our path. The cub matched each motion perfectly and we landed in tandem. One hand went out to maintain my balance and I checked the left half of the room as he surveyed the right.
Tapping his shoulder we slid down to the floor, puffing up dust around us before splitting up to go around the next pile of junk. The fear that I’d been conditioned without any knowledge of it left me mentally shaking despite my physical control. I wanted to dismiss it as one of my paranoia’s, but I had to at least test the theory.
A noise from the hall warned me of Jax’s approach. I snapped my fingers and suddenly Tiberius was at my side, my shadow. I ducked down and ran back towards the base entrance, one hand trailing the wall and the other tightened on the knife. The crouching run was killer on my back. Tiberius stuck close as we stopped to hide behind a trashed fighter.
Jax walked into the hangar with a look of disgust and irritation on his face. “Katerina!” he yelled. “I know you’re in here.”
He would learn eventually.
The cub and I circled behind him. At my signal the cub disappeared to stalk him unseen. I slipped up behind my so-called bodyguard quiet as death. With no more than a thought my knife was at his neck and my arm held him against my chest. With one move I could either slit his throat or choke him out.
“Tag,” I whispered.
Jax stiffened and then harrumphed, but he didn’t move. The knife was too sharp against his neck. If he breathed wrong it would break the skin. I let him sweat for a few more seconds and then released him.
“I’m really tired of your games, Katerina,” he snapped, whirling around in anger.
I grinned at him, tapping the knife against my other hand, feeling the sharp blade against my skin. A little harder and you would bleed. I almost wanted to see it, as if I could find the thing that made me special in the red river it would create. “You forgot something,” I said in a singsong cadence.
He frowned in confusion right before he flew forward, face first into the dirty floor. I stepped back so he wouldn’t fall into me and then crouched so I could look into his face. Tiberius growled with all four paws on his back. The front paws held Jax down by the shoulders. He barely dragged in breath after the cub had knocked the air from his lungs.
“Tagged you twice,” I said with a laugh.
“You’re crazy,” he mumbled into the floor.
The smile instantly dropped from my face and I stood. “I know.” Keeping a leash on my thoughts wasn’t easy. They were there all the time, swimming on the surface. I let Jax sweat a bit longer for the insult. “You have to be better if you want to be a topnotch, genetically altered soldier,” I told him, giving Tiberius the signal to release him.
The barrier between my subconscious and conscious didn’t exist anymore as part of my ‘evolution’ Lyn was so proud of. The higher brain function made it so I could access everything all the time, but I hadn’t gotten the hang of quieting the thoughts I didn’t need, pushing them back. Meditation, Ryojin told me over and over. Meditation would help me file them all away but it was a lot of work and time consuming.
When I was upset or emotional it grew worse. Like a woman yanking all her clothes out of her closet and leaving a whirlwind disaster behind. The effort to put it all away after finding the one item needed was too much.
He stood slowly, wincing as he dusted himself off. “General Ryojin is ready for you.”
“Oh, goody.” Tiberius followed me out of the abandoned hangar, leaving Jax to scurry after us.
The third floor officer’s gym would be where he waited for me. “Can you manage to escort Tiberius back to our quarters?” I asked Jax. He was silent and I glanced over my shoulder as I made my way to the elevator. His face was stark white.
“Well?” I asked, planting my hands on my hips. The elevator door opened and I arched an eyebrow, waiting for his answer.
“Sure,” he replied, voice weak.
I smiled and knelt down to Tiberius, ruffling his fur. “Be good,” I told him. “Follow.” Then I signaled to go with Jax. The cub gave me a look as if to ask if I was serious and I tried not to laugh. “Go,” I ordered, shooing him away so I could cross into the elevator.
Once the door shut my nerves ate at my stomach again. Something felt off but I couldn’t put my finger on it. The officer’s gym was empty when I entered and I looked around in confusion. Usually there were a few other people, but it was abandoned. Ryojin stood on our usual practice mat with his hands behind his back. He watched me enter and a bad feeling welled in my gut. This was about more than just another practice or training session.
“Where is everyone?” I asked, wiping my sweaty palms on my pants.
“I ordered them to leave,” he said simply.
Sometimes I forgot the amount of power he wielded. He was so familiar and friendly with me, I hardly ever saw this side of him and it wasn’t something I should forget. It was always there, lurking under the surface. This was who he actually was, not the man I’d grown close to.
“Why?” I tried to sound light and airy as if it didn’t worry me he didn’t want any witnesses for what was about to happen. I kneeled when I reached the mat to tighten my bootstraps and then I shrugged off my jacket. I tossed it to the side and stretched my arms as I carefully watched him in my peripheral.
“Think of this as an exam.” Ryojin’s eyes were sharp and piercing and I felt them bore into me.
My hands nervously went to my hair, tightening the hair tie and twisting the ponytail up into a bun instead so he couldn’t grab it to yank me around. Mentally I ran down my list of weaknesses and the different ways he could attack from his current position.
Ryojin looked casual but he was up on the balls of his feet, knees bent, and he had more balance and speed than anyone could guess despite his hands behind his back. He could probably take me down with them tied.
I shook out my hands to release some of my tension. “What is the exam for?”
He started to circle me, hands still clasped and I moved to keep him in front of me. I didn’t drop into a fighter’s crouch yet, but I didn’t want my back to him either. His demeanor set my teeth on edge.
“We’ve been training for two months now,” he said.
Had it been that long already?
“You’ve successfully completed two missions despite a few hiccups and you have constantly improved mentally and physically.” His words were pleasant and there was even a slight smile on his face, but his eyes were predatory; honing in on every weakness.
I kept pace with him, waiting for him to make his point.
Suddenly he stopped and so did I, hands tingling. “If I were to pit you against anyone else on this base you would win without contest.” He tilted his head and wore a proud smile.
A strange feeling mixed with the anxiety in my gut…it was pride, at how he thought I’d done so well. I shouldn’t be so glad.
“I want you to try and beat me, Kat,” Ryojin said with a grin. “Take me down. I have to warn you,” he said nonchalantly as he reached down towards a pile of cloth I hadn’t noticed before. “This is to a killing strike or until one of us is unconscious.” He tossed me something metallic and sharp. “If you can’t beat me your cat will be removed from your care until you can.”
Horror surged as I instinctively caught the long knife and I stared at it, wondering what he expected of me. Ryojin sheathed the one he had in his boot and I followed suit. They would be used later then.
“Surface blood is allowed,” he explained. “Now, I want you to best me.”
He moved like lightning and I dropped into my crouch, throwing up my arms in a block without thinking. Hours of practice and repetition paying off.
How the fuck was I supposed to beat the shining star of the Federation? This man was the embodiment of everything the Federation strived for in their genetic experiments. I knew from personal experience exactly how good he was, and Ryojin had years of training on me. Furious at him for this stupid test I pushed back like a little kid and he stumbled. We looked at each other in surprise before he smiled and attacked again.
There was no way he was removing Tiberius from my care. I’d die before I let it happen. I gathered my resolve. This fight could actually kill me, but I had to use everything I’d learned, all the speed and strength I possessed.
His sharp jab hit me square on the jaw and I rolled with it. The strength of the strike had his full force behind it and it rattled my brain. We’d never fought with full force before. The pain sent adrenaline through me like a shock and it sparked my anger. I didn’t like getting hit in the face.
I spun with the momentum of his punch and brought my left elbow up to strike his head at the temple. Ryojin blocked of course so I ducked under his guard and came back up with an uppercut. We were too close to kick, but not too close to bring my knee up after he blocked my punch.
My knee landed in his gut and caused the air to come out of his lungs in an agonized puff. Ryojin bent over slightly before catching himself and grabbing me around one of my thighs. He lifted me up and slammed me down on the mat in a wrestling move. It stole the breath from me. Gasping for air I kicked with both feet and managed to push him back, giving myself some much needed space. Rolling to my stomach I tried to get up but his foot slammed into my ribs with a front kick. I gasped but my lungs wouldn’t work properly. The pain radiated. Still, I had to stand up.
I struggled from my elbows to my hands and then slowly to my knees. He planted a foot and pushed. I fell to my side, chest heaving for air. Ryojin hadn’t been joking when he said he wouldn’t hold back. With one arm wrapped around my middle I pushed up again. Once I was on my feet he circled me, a predator waiting for his prey to panic. I was stronger than this. I had to fight back, and hard.
I jabbed, blocked, punched left, and then right. The general dodged and struck back quick as a viper. His motions were fluid and smooth, like running water. I twisted away but not in time. The taste of blood burst in my mouth. Ryojin was too fast.
I needed to move faster somehow. I pushed myself hard. As I threw a spinning back kick he weaved away from the strike and I followed up with a front kick. He pushed past the second kick as he moved to close the distance between us.
With a ducking left hook, my left hand met his gut with a sickening sound. Ryojin doubled over and I wrapped my arm around his neck, pushing up with the other to cut off his air. Sweat dripped down my face. My feet planted as he struggled.
Suddenly Ryojin pushed forward, using brute strength to force me to lose balance. My grip loosened and he was free. My mouth opened in shock. He’d nearly crushed his own windpipe on purpose to loosen my hold.
The fury of his attack combinations pushed me back until I was against the wall, too fast for me to do more than protect my body. Another punch flew. The wind brushed my face as I moved just in time. The wall cracked under his fist.
If I drew my knife now I could claim first blood.
Did I want to pull the blade out already? It should be a last resort, not a desperate attempt to keep my head above water.
My fists pummeled his sides so quick they were a blur. Then my knee came up and he jumped back. I followed with a snapping front kick and he grabbed my leg. Instantly I was off balance. In a split second he could dislocate my hip or drive his elbow into my thigh.
I leapt, twisting midair and kicked with my other foot, using his arm as leverage. My foot connected. The feel of the mat on my face was satisfying, knowing he’d let go. I threw a mule kick to his knee, full force and I felt it buckle.
I finally had the upper hand. Elated, I pushed forward and used the momentum to roll back onto my feet. As I turned the sound of sharp metal cutting through the air reached me a second before the burning pain hit. Blood spurted from my stomach as I jumped back. My hands instinctively grabbed my abdomen and came away covered in dark red blood. The cut was deep. Nothing vital had been hit but it still stung like hell.
First blood.
My eyes caught on the red dripping from his blade. I wasn’t the first to draw the knife, but it felt like a mistake.
He slashed again and again. I dodged his advances, barely keeping ahead of him and the knife so sharp it whistled. Ryojin was dead set on shredding me to ribbons. There was no time to draw my own blade. I turned and ran towards the nearest wall and planted my foot. My momentum reversed and I launched toward him, striking down, sharp and swift with a cobra punch. The jab landed. It slowed the general down enough for me to catch my breath. Digging deep I reached down for the strength and speed I hardly ever tapped. And then I moved.
My blood made the floor and the mats slick. We fought each other tooth and nail. No matter what I did he was always a step ahead of me. It was like fighting a raid boss in a video game. My best barely fazed him long enough for me to do any real damage.
His knife grazed my arm as I tried to spin away. My hand clapped over the wound. The fresh blood dripped onto the floor, mixing with the blood from my stomach. One more strike and he’d win.
I couldn’t let him win. I refused to allow him to punish me for losing. It would only add insult to injury. How could I possibly outsmart, outfight, and outmaneuver the best of the best? He was absolute perfection.
“Getting tired, Katerina?” Ryojin smirked at me, licking my blood off his blade.
My face wrinkled in disgust. I was tired but I wasn’t about to admit it to him.
We paused, both of us breathing heavier than normal. My hand went to my stomach and I winced at the sharp pain. The bleeding had slowed, but it hurt like a bitch.
Ryojin knew my every move, every trick I had, and what I would do when pushed. I couldn’t simply be perfect, I had to be unpredictable. I wracked my brain trying to think of any move he hadn’t taught me.
One foot crossed over the other as I circled, keeping him in front of me when he began to move. He struck, too fast to see, but I could feel it. I concentrated on the shifts in the air and his kinetic energy, letting go of my dependence on eyesight. I dodged, darting to the side and leaned back. The blade sliced over my chest, where my heart would have been.
My hand snatched his wrist and I struck his elbow. It dislocated with a pop. His blade clattered to the floor. I kept up with the momentum and yanked him forward. Ryojin expected the move and leaned forward, bringing his foot up and back like a scorpion, hitting me square in the jaw. Still, I didn’t let go of his wrist.
I turned into him and brought my elbow down onto the back of his neck at full strength. He crumbled at my feet. I moved fast. One arm went around his neck and my other hand grabbed his chin, my legs straddled and pinned him to the ground. One hard yank and I’d snap his neck.
It would be that easy.
But I hesitated.
If I killed him I could be free. I could leave the base with Tiberius and no one would be after me. Lyn had what she wanted. I could just…go…I could find Kris and be done with walking the fine line of double agent. My hand and arms tightened at the thought. One swift twist and he’d be dead.
Ryojin tensed, sensing the directions of my thoughts and he waited to see what I would do. I could kill him and all my problems would disappear.
“Katerina,” he warned. A sliver of fear made its way into his voice and some dark part of me relished in it.
My fingers tightened on his chin. Do it.
“Katerina, I order you to stop and release me,” Ryojin commanded.
Instantly my hands relaxed. What the hell? I resisted whatever urge had suddenly sprung into my mind to simply let him go.
Did I actually want to let him go?
No.
Fingers spasmed as I tightened my hold. I needed him out of the way. My muscles clenched and I yanked.
“Stop!”
Without hesitation I did. My hands dropped to my sides and I stepped back, away from him.
Fucking hell.
Somehow the general had manipulated me, and brainwashed me to follow his orders. It wasn’t perfect, but at the moment I couldn’t break the hold. Confirmation of my suspicions was bittersweet.
Ryojin was a man I knew wasn’t exactly on my side. If it came between me and the Federation I would never win. But I had thought we were friends. The two of us had grown close over the last few months and I’d let myself believe what I’d needed to. It sickened me how easily I’d been sucked into his lies when he’d been slowly turning me into his slave, and I hadn’t even noticed.
He stood and brushed off his pants. The blood on his knuckles from punching the wall was already dried and black. Ryojin turned to face me and the proud little smile on his face boiled my blood. “Katerina, attend.”
My legs buckled and I dropped to my knees against my will. Every muscle shook as I tried to stand, but my body was no longer my own. “Yes, General?” I found myself asking. Slowly my world fell apart as I realized exactly how much control he had over me when he chose to exert it. Tears pricked my eyes as I felt the extent of his betrayal.
I should have known better.
Ryojin stood inches before me and I wanted to claw out his eyes. The most I could do was clench and unclench my hands. The general was a monster. He cupped my cheek, genuine affection in his touch. My insides coiled in disgust. “Did you really think I would create a perfect weapon I couldn’t control?” he asked me. Real confusion laced his words and he seemed almost disappointed in my lack of foresight.
“I thought you might act like a real human being,” I said through clenched teeth. “And allow another living creature its free will.”
He looked down at me, sad. “Oh, Katerina, how foolish.” he murmured. “Stand,” he ordered.
I did so even as I fought the command. My motions were jerky and stilted, but still I stood.
“I have something for you.” Ryojin yelled a command in Japanese and my eyes flicked to the main doors as Jax entered the gym, but not alone.
Donnelly stumbled in as Jax shoved him forward. The former lieutenant looked dirty and broken. His long hair fell into his eyes and they were full of hatred when they found me. Shock filled me. Donnelly was still alive. I looked at Ryojin in confusion. What game was he playing now?
“I’m proud of your obedience,” Ryojin said with a scary smile. “As a reward I give you Donnelly. Closure will be yours when you kill him.”
My gut twisted. My eyes darted between Donnelly and the general. He had kept him alive this entire time so I could kill him? I shook my head before I could even form the words. It was too much.
Ryojin came to stand by my side so he could face the lieutenant. “But you hate him, remember? He killed someone you love.”
At his reminder the familiar feeling of rage filled me and my fingers ached to wring Donnelly’s neck but I resisted. The general wanted me to kill him, and now it was the last thing I wanted to do if only to spite Ryojin.
“No,” I said. Ryojin didn’t only want me to be his perfect weapon; he wanted to turn me into an obedient monster. It was all so clear now. I didn’t want to become one, but I could feel the lines I’d drawn for myself slip away. I was a killer now. I’d killed in self-defense only, but it opened me up to a darkness that waited for its opportunity. I knew this was the moment it wanted to use to swallow me whole.
Killing Donnelly in cold blood, even for revenge, would make me into someone new. Someone I didn’t want to be.
Ryojin stopped smiling when he saw my resolve. “Katerina, you hate this man. He murdered Wolfe and you need your vengeance. Kill him.”
It was an order and I felt my body respond. Horror filled me as the rage at Donnelly and the pain of Wolfe’s death filled me again until it was all I saw. My vision narrowed until it pinpointed on Donnelly and I hated him more than I’d hated anything in my entire life. He was scum, he didn’t deserve to live.
Something cool and heavy was slipped into my hand and I knew it was Ryojin’s knife; so sharp it could slice through molecules. It felt good in my hand. I watched myself from outside of my body. I strode forward, deadly grace as I practically glided across the floor. I reached Donnelly in three steps and in smooth motion I gripped his hair with one hand, yanking his head back to expose his throat and sliced across it with the knife in my other hand. It happened so fast the lieutenant barely realized I stood in front of him before his blood spewed from the gash. It sprayed and the hot blood soaked into my clothes. It burned my cold skin but all I saw was red. A perverse pleasure ran through me and a relief filled me like hot tea on a rainy day. Never again could he hurt me or anyone I cared about.
Donnelly slumped to the floor when I released him, dead a few seconds later. The gurgling sound of his blood in his lungs would be forever branded in my memory. Just like that the general’s hold over me ended and I stepped back in horror and shock, the knife slipping from my lifeless fingers to clatter to the floor.
I looked up into Jax’s face and saw only terror there. He was deathly afraid of me.
I was afraid of me.
My hands grabbed at my blood-soaked clothes and I stumbled backward. I fell to my knees and vomited. Ryojin had too much power. He could literally make me do anything. I retched a second time. Nothing but bile came up.
Warm hands stroked my hair and murmured comforting words. I didn’t have the strength to push the general away. A sob escaped me and then tears fell. I was a monster. I couldn’t stop myself and I’d liked it.
The knife on the floor clattered again, shaking on the floor in time with the waves of emotion washing through me. I was nowhere near it. I was doing that, the new plateau Ryojin and Lyn had mentioned. Panic overcame me and I tried to control myself. I was too lost in the blood covering everything.
Strong arms lifted me up and held me to Ryojin’s chest like a child. “You did wonderfully, Katerina.” The general carried me out of the gym and I vaguely heard his voice through the chaos of my thoughts. He ordered Jax to clean up the mess I’d made.
Donnelly was a mess, no longer a person; simply an inconvenience.
“Don’t worry, Katerina, we’ll clean you up,” Ryojin said gently, carrying me through the halls and back to my quarters. “I’m so proud of you.”
Even in my despair I relished in his approval.



Chapter Seventeen
 
I sat at a table set for two. The lighting was low and there was even pleasant music in the background. It looked like a table for a couple.
Ryojin and I weren’t a couple.
My mind was chillingly blank, keeping the terrible memory of being covered in another man’s blood at bay. The general’s control over me left ripple effects in my life. No one was safe around me. My plan to escape and go to my twin crumbled and disintegrated like so much ash. I could never go to him while under Ryojin’s control. There was no telling what he could make me do or if there was a sleeper agent command hidden somewhere in my mind.
There had to be a way to reverse it or a loophole. If I killed him he could no longer give me the orders I had no choice but to follow. Ryojin was the one who opened the door to the part of me that found killing a reasonable means to an end. It was fitting I used it against him.
After I showered off the blood, Ryojin had laid out clothes for me and told me to meet him in one of the private dining halls for officers. Bitterly I wondered if I’d ever really had a choice any time I was around him.
Every single day he had coerced me, subtly laying down the groundwork to control me; body and mind. How much of my desire to learn everything he could teach me was my own, and how much of it was instilled by him? There had to be a point where it crossed over. I’d chosen to work with him those first few weeks, but how long after the initial agreement had his brainwashing been in effect?
There was no way to know for sure without his files and the doubt ate at me.
“You look nice, Katerina.” Ryojin’s voice crawled over me like spiders running across my skin. He sauntered across the room with his hands in his pockets and a pleasant smile on his face. “I’ve arranged for a special dinner to celebrate our full partnership.”
I sneered up at him from my seat. I hadn’t chosen the dress I wore and I certainly wasn’t a partner seeing as how I had no way to refuse him when given a direct order. “Partnership implies both parties agreed of their own free will and we both know that’s a lie,” I spat.
What I hated more than anything was the feeling of betrayal. From day one Ryojin and I had a connection. He had nurtured me back to health and some semblance of sanity. He’d given me the impression we were friends and I could trust him for the most part. I might not like the side he was on and I had always known it would come between us someday, but to find out none of it was real and he truly didn’t care about me as a friend, as an adopted sister, let alone as a person broke my heart in a way I didn’t know was possible.
Everything I’d thought we had was a complete and utter lie. I was only an object to be used, something to propel his eventual success and defeat of the rebellion. I ached inside and detested the pain I felt. Maybe if I’d been smarter or if I’d never believed his pretty words in the first place…
I loved the general like a brother and it made the betrayal cut even deeper. I felt it strain inside of me until the string snapped and some small, important part of me broke. The part that cared about someone else, that cared about the repercussions of my skills and strength. I couldn’t hold myself back anymore. I had to find out what I was truly capable of and the bit of empathy restraining me was no longer there.
I’d been betrayed by the people I trusted too many times. I’d lost men I loved more than I could handle. I loved Ryojin, but he had never loved me and it hurt worse than I thought possible because no matter how pissed off I was, no matter how much I hated the general right then, or how afraid I was…a large part of me still cared about him and what he thought of me. I still wanted his love and approval like a bruised and battered woman and it sickened me.
Ryojin sat across from me and settled his napkin across his lap. He motioned for me to do the same and reached for a bottle of wine. He uncorked it and poured us both a glass before speaking. “Darling, you know I couldn’t simply let you loose. You are far too powerful to be an unknown in this war. You are even more powerful than I am.” He didn’t look too happy to admit it either.
This was how he’d roped me in; teasing me with truths while hiding something behind his back. Even now he held some piece of information from me. I noticed it now I knew what to look for.
“You’ve reached your full potential, Katerina. You can learn anything you want at this point with nothing more than the desire to do so. You can read or watch anything you like, retain the data and understand how to use it. The universe is at your fingertips.” Ryojin’s fingers spread wide at his words. “With your developing mental skills you will have the advantage of everyone around you.” He took another sip of his wine, gesturing for me to try it.
I did so, if only to prevent him from ordering me to. It was fruity and light; delicious if the bitter aftertaste of hatred didn’t sit on my tongue. “The advantage of everyone except for you,” I said, setting down the wineglass.
He nodded his head in acquiescence. “True, but I am only one person.”
Ryojin had a point. If I could remove him I could be free. My fingers wrapped around my butter knife. It would be messy but if I stabbed deep enough into his eye to penetrate the brain it would be effective.
“I believe you are now ready to go on your first solo mission off of the base,” Ryojin continued, ignoring my grip on the knife. He knew there was little I could actually do with it.
I’d have to be faster than him was all, but I hesitated at the mention of leaving the base. Could I somehow make it work in my favor?
“I’ve received information on where a few of the rebel safe houses might be and I want you to find one and contact your brother.” His smile grew into a grin at the dawning realization on my face. He was going to make me capture or kill my own twin, despite knowing how much he means to me. I couldn’t allow him to order me to do something I would never forgive myself for.
I leapt across the table. My left hand circled his throat and my right brought the knife down swift and sure. Ryojin did nothing to stop me. The knife halted millimeters from his eyeball. My hand shook as I tried to force it forward, and then my whole arm trembled until my muscles cramped and twisted. The butter knife fell to the floor and I gasped with effort, one hand still around his throat. Confused and shaken I frowned. He hadn’t said a single word.
Ryojin gently removed my hand from his throat with a knowing smile. “Did you really believe I’d leave my perfect weapon with a loophole?” he asked, mocking me. “I wired you so you could never kill me.” He leaned forward, getting in my face and I scrambled back to put the table between us again.
I stood there chest heaving with rage. My mind raced to find a way out of this. How could I possibly outsmart this man? I wouldn’t allow him to use me, but I didn’t know how to escape him.
Ryojin stood as well, dabbing at the spilled wine in his lap with a linen napkin. “You will find the rebel base and you will bring your brother to me.” His words were clipped and sure, no doubt in his mind he had me right where he wanted.
This was my test. The compulsion was already settling over me, but my brother was where I drew the line. Nothing and no one could make me give up the only person I had left. I wanted to say it but my jaw clenched and my teeth ground together in resistance. My body wasn’t my own.
If I was so powerful I would find a way. I would twist his words until they met my own needs.
“You are right about one thing,” I growled. I flexed my hand, testing the force of his command. “I am what you made me and I am the perfect weapon.” He had stated a future occurrence, not issued a command and therein was his mistake.
Once my mind accepted the thought as truth my body complied and I lifted up the table, tossing it to the side like a piece of cardboard. The look of surprise on his face was worth the pain of breaking free of his compulsion. I used his shock to my advantage and snatched out to grab him by the throat again. I wanted to rip it out with my fingernails but I knew what he’d done to me wouldn’t allow that.
I pulled Ryojin toward me by the front of his shirt and struck with my left arm at the same time. The force of my hit and the forward momentum made him crumble at my feet; unconscious. The sweet spot just below the jaw never failed.
Now I knew I was able to actually beat him, it was too easy. What had held me back before was the fear of finding out what I was truly capable of. It didn’t seem scary now that I knew the full extent of my abilities. I had to thank Ryojin for the confidence even if it rankled.
My fingers wrapped around the back of his collar, knuckles white as the heat of my anger and the delicious sensation of owning my own body once again coursed through me. Yanking him behind me I pulled him to the decorative pillar and tossed him towards it. He flopped like a rag doll but I didn’t care. I needed something to tie him down with.
There was a lot I had to do before he woke up.
His boots didn’t have shoelaces so that was out. The napkins would have to do. I tied them together tightly, using intricate knots I knew he would be able to undo eventually. Then I tied his hands together behind his back, the pretentious pillar as the anchor. I sat back when I was finished to admire my handiwork.
He would be able to free himself, but I would be long gone by then.
I rifled through his pockets and took his plex and his ident chip. The first thing I wanted to do was get out of the stupid dress and into some real clothes. My body moved as my mind ran down the list of items I needed and steps I had to take. My escape plan was nowhere near ready. I would have to improvise and improvisation brought up a lot of unknown variables. I stepped outside as the doors slid open at my presence and stopped dead.
Jax wasn’t the only guard outside the room. There had to be at least five others. My lips curled into an ugly smile as I met Jax’s eyes. Ryojin had been expecting something like this from me, but he obviously hadn’t prepared well if he thought six, slightly above average soldiers could stop me.
Ryojin had broken the wall I’d built for myself. He’d shoved me across the line I’d drawn to keep my conscience clear. I didn’t value all life no matter what, but I hadn’t thought a callous disregard for life was healthy or smart. But now…I shook my head. Now it didn’t matter. My soul had blackened at Donnelly’s death and I’d enjoyed the sweet taste of retribution.
Killing these soldiers so I could be free was nothing to me. They were nothing to me.
Jax rushed me. He clearly had no idea how much I’d changed in such a short time. His attacks were slow and I frowned at him, curious why he wouldn’t use one of his weapons. Sidestepping his attack I pushed him and he stumbled. He glared and pulled out his club and a crackle of electricity lit it up in the dim hallway light.
I grinned. At least this would be slightly more challenging. The other five soldiers pulled out their electric batons as well and the crack and sizzle of all five of them at once echoed around me. This is what I was trained for, what I was built for, and I would show them all what I was capable of. I was no longer their pretty bird in a gilded cage; a bird of prey only let out for its master’s desires.
Jax ran at me, wielding his baton like a sword. I grabbed the stick and pulled him towards me, yanking him off balance. His jaw dropped when my only reaction to the electricity was to grit my teeth. I ripped the baton out of his grip and smacked him across the face with it. He dropped, convulsing as the volts of electricity ran through his body.
Yes, Donnelly and Ryojin had played this game with me. Electricity was part of the pain-resistance training; it was part of the general’s demand to control myself no matter what, and my least favorite.
The other five soldiers came at me all at once after seeing me best Jax. I recognized a few of them as guards during my imprisonment under Donnelly’s rule. One struck me in the back and I arched away from the pain. The nerves in the spine were the most sensitive and I lashed back with a kick to his face. The first attacker stumbled away and the second took his place. I took a deep breath and time slowed as I analyzed the position of each soldier and where they attacked from, where the batons were, and who would strike first.
I blocked as they attacked, pushing away to give myself space and the time to take them down. My back hit the wall as I fought them off. After the first strike, not one hit landed. I ducked and dove between one soldier’s legs, twisting around so fast he had no idea I’d moved until I stood right behind him. The baton in my hand struck him across the knees and he fell to the ground. The end of the baton touched his neck ever so gently.
He convulsed to the floor and I held it to his skin until he passed out; the scent of burnt hair and fabric was strong. Without having to look my empty hand came up and caught the punch directed at my face. I turned and looked the woman in the eyes. She shook with fear but didn’t back away.
My hand clenched hard and twisted, snapping the baton in half. The electricity instantly shut off and I threw the smaller half at the third soldier coming up behind me. It struck him right in the eye and his scream of pain wasn’t nearly as satisfying as it was to watch him drop his baton to the ground so he could cover his face.
I kicked the club as far as I could and then spun, my heel hitting the woman in the chin.
Jax had finally recovered and slowly got to his feet. I ignored him as I took care of the fourth soldier. She was taller than me which was unusual but so, so much slower. It took nothing to flip her over my shoulder, one foot on her throat and the heel of my hand coming up quick and fast to smash into the third guy’s nose. He dropped quickly and my leg held as the girl flailed against my foot, trying to push me off as I prevented air from reaching her lungs.
The man with blood pouring from his nose in a crumpled heap could be dead. If I stepped any harder on the girl’s throat it would crush her windpipe. I pressed down with my foot and felt the delicate tendons strain as I watched her face turn red and then purple. The action felt detached, as if I watched myself through some sort of strange mirror.
At the last second I lifted my leg and she gasped, coughing and hacking as she breathed. My eyes found Jax without moving my head and his look of pure unadulterated hatred washed over me. I couldn’t care less what this fool thought of me. He shouldn’t hate me, he should fear me.
I stepped over the woman gasping like a fish out of water and moved towards Jax. He stood there; hand on his stomach where I’d stabbed him with the baton. Stopping only a few inches away from him I cocked my head in question. “Doesn’t feel good, does it?” I asked.
“You’re psycho,” he spat.
His words angered me. “Actually, I’m not,” I said as calmly as possible. “You’ve witnessed only a week of my life on this godforsaken rock. What do you know of what happens in the labs?”
My words seemed to touch on thoughts he’d already had. His hatred faltered for the briefest moment. “I don’t need to know what the scientists do if I end up like the general.”
I grinned, wide and sharp. My eyes bored into his. “Or like me,” I said sweetly.
A few of the soldiers on the ground started to stir.
“One question,” I said. “Why do you want to become a super soldier?”
Maybe it was for power, but maybe he had a reason that would let him live.
Jax squared his jaw and looked up at me with grim determination. “To protect those who cannot protect themselves.”
I grimaced. It sounded like a line he’d come up with to save his sorry ass. “Why?” I persisted. It also sounded like something Wolfe would have said.
His gaze faltered and his eyes dropped to the ground. “I don’t like being pushed around, or when someone else pushes around people who can’t fight back.” He glared at me again. “And you’re the worst of them all.”
Poor man, he had no idea what he was getting into. I leaned in close, wrapped my arms around his neck, fists twisting into the collar of his shirt and whispered, “One day you’ll see the truth, and when the day comes you will remember this moment and know you were wrong.”
He stiffened as my breath tickled his ear but he was unconscious before he could push me away. I released his collar and the pressure I’d put around his throat and gently placed Jax on the ground. One day he would look for me and beg me to help him escape.
But for right now I had to leave the base in one piece with Tiberius.
With my back against the walls I padded down the hallways, quick and silent as I made my way to the Heishi labs. I needed something before I left and if I was lucky Lyn’s lab would be empty. I could grab what I needed without a fight.
The base was eerily quiet and it put me on edge. I’d half expected some sort of alarm or a platoon to come after me but the halls were dead. I reached the labs and the usual guards were gone. I peered in and saw only Lyn sitting at her desk, flicking images, charts, and statistics across her vision almost too quick to see what they were. Stepping into the lab I stayed on the balls of my feet, silent as I crossed the room to stop right in front of her.
As I watched her go through her research I felt a weird sense of appreciation for this woman. Gone was the hate and I realized I didn’t even dislike her. She was the way she was because of what she could do. Things no other doctor could. Lyn had made me into what I was.
“Lyn,” I said quietly in case other ears were listening.
She jerked, startled by my sudden appearance. To her I’d appeared out of thin air. A hand went to her heart as her eyes widened, taking in my dress and the blood across my knuckles. I lifted my hands in a show of peace. “I only want my records,” I told her, my voice still low and barely audible over the hum of the machines. “All of them.” I held out Ryojin’s plex.
Lyn studied me for a moment and I could tell she knew something bad was about to happen, recognizing her cousin’s plex in my hands. Without saying a word she went to her desk and started a file transfer. She came back to me and took the plex from my hand, arching a perfect brow in question.
“Ryojin’s files as well,” I said as I watched her place the plex on her desk and the file transfer began.
Her only reaction to my additional request was to clench her jaw but she nodded. I could see the files she selected from where I stood and they were the right ones. Turning to watch the door I hesitated before I asked, “I have to know, did you know about the brainwashing?”
The air seemed to thicken with tension. “I did,” I heard her say.
My hands clenched into fists, maybe I should leave her like I had her cousin.
“If it’s any consolation,” she continued. “I never agreed with it.”
I glanced at her over my shoulder and saw the data transfer was nearly complete. “Why not?” I asked.
Lyn tapped her desk with a delicate finger. “Free will cannot be controlled. It never ends well.” As usual no emotional reason from her, but a scientific one. She didn’t bother to explain further and I didn’t push. Lyn grabbed the plex and crossed the room before handing it to me.
No, I didn’t hate her anymore. She wasn’t able to deny Ryojin any better than I, though the reasons were different. I took the plex and sighed. “If I were you I’d leave the base in the next, oh...” I checked my vambrace. “Twenty minutes. In forty there won’t be anything left,” I warned.
Lyn nodded and without pause turned to start packing up her samples, her fingers flying as she gathered the data she needed from the computer. “I won’t forget this,” Lyn said.
I nodded and looked back one last time before leaving the lab forever.
“Wait!” Lyn called out.
I stopped and checked the time. It better be good, I didn’t have much time.
Lyn grabbed vials from her glass refrigerator and shoved them into my arms. “You’ll want these, just in case,” she said, the first real smile I’d ever seen on her face. “Sometimes us girls have to stick together.”
I could tell the healing serum was in there by its color as well as a few boosters and some vials I didn’t recognize. “Thank you, Lyn,” I said, and meant it.
I ran to my quarters as quickly and stealthily as I could. The halls were still bare in this wing of the base and I couldn’t figure out why. When I arrived at the officer’s quarters I saw two men drinking in the lounge area but ignored them as I blustered by. My door opened and I locked it behind me, tossing Ryojin’s plex on the bed, the vials carefully cradled in my arms.
Tiberius’s head popped up from his forearms. He was sprawled out across my bed but as soon as I started packing he went on alert. He jumped down and stood guard at my door. Voices made their way towards us, growing louder until someone knocked. I ignored them as I tossed everything I could into one pack.
Both plexes, a few changes of clothes, some money I’d stashed over time from card games, a few trinkets, some gadgets, and the gun I’d hidden as soon as I’d been given more freedom. I sneered as I realized I’d never had freedom, only a longer leash. The dress went into a crumpled heap on the ground and I changed into something more reasonable.
Tiberius growled as the men outside the door asked if I was all right, if they could come in, and where the general was. I yelled at them to go away as I shoved my feet into my boots. My knife slid into the boot sheath next.
I wanted more room in my pack so I layered my clothes as fast as I could, yanking on a sports bra over my regular bra, a tank top, then another one, a long-sleeved T-shirt over it and then a short-sleeved shirt on top of it all. My sweater went on next and then my leather jacket. The layers had me sweating but I ignored it as I hoisted the pack over my shoulder.
The marauder in the abandoned hangar should be ready to go but I wasn’t about to leave an entire military force here to run after me. Thanks to studying up on my military procedures I knew exactly how to get rid of everyone with the fewest deaths.
I pulled the map of the base up in my mind’s eye and traced the route to the armory. It wasn’t far, but if the men outside my door set off any type of alarm or called for soldiers to contain me it would make things more complicated.
Not impossible, simply messier.
I signaled ‘battle mode’ to Tiberius with a ‘wait’ sign so he wouldn’t instantly charge and rip open the officers’ outside my door. My finger powered off my lock and the door slid open. Both men took a step back when they saw Tiberius with his hackles raised, vest on, and lips pulled back to showcase his impressively sharp teeth.
“Where is the general?” one of them demanded.
I didn’t bother to recall his name as I shoved by, my shoulder sharp against their sides. “Eating,” I told them. Or he would be if he wasn’t tied up.
“Stop!” another demanded.
I halted midstride and turned with a sigh. Tiberius was pressed up against my legs in a ‘defend and protect’ position in front of me. He looked scary and mean with his lips pulled back. He let out a low growl, as much a warning as it was a scare tactic.
Ryojin must have warned them or told them we were supposed to have dinner together.
My hand went to the gun on my hip and all three of them drew their weapons and pointed them at me. The shortest hesitated and moved his weapon to Tiberius, who was a lot closer to him than the other two.
Russian poured out of my mouth like a sweet, exotic song as I instructed Tiberius and we split up. I tapped into the deep reserves of strength and energy I almost never used and ran as fast as I could. Tiberius nipped at their heels, swiped at their legs, and generally caused a lot of fear, the perfect distraction. The sweet and salty tang of blood wafted through the room and I knew he wasn’t being gentle. Tiberius wouldn’t kill, but he might maim them.
Suddenly I was behind one of them and I pinched the nerve in his neck. He went down – unconscious – without a sound. I reached the second as he tried to pull Tiberius off the third. I brought the butt of my gun down on his head and he crumpled. The third fell to the floor with Tiberius on top of him.
I commanded the cub to hold and walked around him to get a better look at the short officer. Crouching down I cocked my head and gave him a quick once over. There was blood but he would live.
The officer I recognized as one of the nicer ones. He always had a kind or reassuring word for me. His crystal blue eyes practically glowed against his tan skin and black hair. He was one variation of many among the blended humans. There was only one race of humans now and they came in a kaleidoscope of colors. I brushed the hair out of his face and wiped the blood from his lips where he’d bitten them as he fell. “Officer Diaz,” I said with a smile. “I’m sorry about this.” His eyes darted between mine and his brow furrowed. He seemed unsure of my mental stability. I couldn’t blame him; he’d been there from the beginning.
I had lost a part of myself somewhere along the way and I’d had to harden my heart and soul. Now my heart was cold and indifferent. I didn’t want him to die, but I didn’t care either way what happened to him. I pinched the nerve in his neck hard and the back of his head bounced off the floor as he went unconscious. There was a pang of guilt and sadness as I searched the soft lines of his face. He’d always been kind and I felt bad for hurting him, but it was a gentle nudge to sleep or he would ruin my plans. I didn’t need to kill these men.
Grabbing Diaz’s wrist I set an alarm on his vambrace for ten minutes. If they didn’t wake up before then, the alarm would ensure they made it off the base in time. My legs straightened and I stood over the three officers like some benevolent spirit. I turned my back on them. Tiberius prowled in front of me, guarding. He would warn me if he smelled someone coming.
We jogged down the halls, footsteps silent as we made a left instead of a right towards the junk hangar. There would be nothing left of this place when I was done. I stopped in front of a round door. It was made of layers upon layers of impenetrable metal. It was made to not only keep people out, but to keep everyone safe from what was inside in case of a mishap.
Ryojin’s ID chip went into the slot in the wall and the light blinked from red to green. I took a step back as the clank of metal turning and gears grinding shook the floor and pierced the air with a bone-aching sound. Tiberius pressed against me, his sensitive ears taking a beating, but he held his ground. The heavy door swung open slowly and lights flickered on endlessly to showcase the most impressive armory imaginable.
“Amy?” a soft, sweet voice asked me.
I cringed when I recognized Emi’s voice and glanced over my shoulder at her. “I suggest you leave Enzo, head towards the evacuation ships,” I told her. My foot crossed the threshold but Tiberius growled with his hackles up. I looked down and saw him baring his teeth at Emi as she slowly came towards us, gun pointed at my back.
Emi hesitated when I turned to face her. Something in my eyes told her I didn’t have the time to mess around. “Are you going to shoot me?” I asked, keeping my hand as far from my gun as possible so as not to spook her into shooting me or Tiberius.
She frowned and her grip tightened on her rifle. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m escaping,” I said with a shrug. I had no reason to lie to her. “And I’m putting Ryojin behind schedule in his experiments.” I decided she wasn’t going to shoot either of us and walked into the armory.
Tiberius never once turned around; instead he backed up to keep by my side. He would alert me if she did something stupid but I could tell she hadn’t moved. The sound of her clothes rustled and the rifle dipped until the barrel pointed at the floor. Tiberius relaxed a little when she did, but still didn’t turn.
I grabbed another pistol, a rifle, ammunition, and a few different types of grenades as I passed them by. It wasn’t why I was there, but it never hurt to be prepared. No, the reason I was here were the missiles. The weaponry reserved for the fighter ships, the massive dreadnaughts, and any vessel the Federation might have passing through that would need to be stocked up on their munitions.
“Why?” she asked, stepping over the line and into the armory.
I ran my hands over the first missile until I found the panel. I slid it open and tapped in Ryojin’s codes. It armed; I set the timer, and then locked it with a new passcode before closing the panel. Then I moved onto the next one, quickly doing the math. I had enough time to set five or six bombs, run to the hangar, make it to the ship and off the base before the first one exploded and created a chain reaction.
“Amy!” she demanded, fear laced her voice when she saw what I was doing.
“I’m tired of being a pawn,” I told her, fingers flying as I set the second bomb. “I’m tired of being someone’s weapon with no say. I’m tired of being merely a specimen to be used and then tossed aside, my basic human rights violated at every turn.” I moved to the third missile. “I keep thinking things will change, maybe I can trust this person, maybe they will keep their word, but I’m lied to and betrayed every time.” I couldn’t keep my voice down as anger filled me while I explained. I was sick and tired of it all.
I closed the panel and faced her. “I trusted Donnelly and he killed someone I cared for very much. The friend I thought I could rely on betrayed me. My own brother abandoned me and left me out here on my own with no idea how to find him.” I crossed my arms, hands shaking as the anger raged.
Tiberius was sensitive to my emotions. He whined and nudged my hip with his nose. I sighed and dropped my arms, one hand resting on his head to reassuringly stoke his fur. I took a deep breath in and tried to release the intensity of my anger, regret, and feelings of betrayal. “You don’t have to understand, but you do need to get out of my way.”
The fourth missile’s panel came off without a problem and I set to keying in Ryojin’s codes. I didn’t have much time left. My eyes flicked to the first bomb. Fifteen minutes. Would it be enough time for everyone to safely make it off the base?
An alarm screeched through the halls, loud and hair-raising as it went up and down in pitch. A calm female voice came over the speakers telling everyone to follow evacuation protocol and not to panic.
Emi dashed to the first missile and pried off the panel. She entered in a code and panic filled her eyes when she was locked out. The screen went blank.
She gaped at me and I shrugged as I started on the fifth one. I had time for one more. I’d warned her and she hadn’t believed me. “What have you done?” she whispered in disbelief.
“I wouldn’t try that again,” I told her, closing the panel and moving to the last one. All six of them going off at once wouldn’t rip through the protective walls made of the same metal as the door, but with the door open it would be like an enormous gun, and all the firepower in the room would blast through the opening and rip the base to shreds, and then it would reach the ships and the fuel…
Something went through Emi’s mind and I could see it when she clenched her jaw and a determined look came over her. I pointed my gun at her and Tiberius growled as she went to move towards the door, probably to shut me or both of us in and die a glorious death in servitude to the Federation. “I wouldn’t if I were you,” I said without looking up from the panel. Almost done, and I couldn’t have her fucking it all up.
I knew what she was thinking and I could feel her warring emotions, the little something extra Ryojin said I had to go along with everything else. She was still attracted to me and cared for me, but she feared me now and her grim determination to keep me from destroying everything she’d worked for was strong. She was going to let me die in the armory, but she would never make it to the door.
I closed the panel and looked at her. “Emi, I will kill you before you can lock me in here and you know it. I’m too fast and too strong.” I sighed and wished things could be different. She was beautiful and her heart was in the right place even if it was misguided. Tiberius was only a few inches from her, the poison from his incisors dripping onto the floor next to her feet. Her eyes were fixated on me and not him. I gave her credit for the small show of bravery.
My hand wrapped around her bicep as I walked, dragging her with me out of the armory and down the hall. She struggled, fought, and kicked to get free but I was too strong and my grip was like a vise around her arm. It reminded me of how I had been treated when I’d been brought to the base and immediately I let her go. Shame filled me. “I’m sorry,” I told her softly. “I can’t let you stop this and I don’t want to kill you.”
I took a step forward and hugged her. “You were the only one here to show me kindness,” I whispered in her ear. “Please go, get off this rock and leave the military if you can. If you can’t…” I leaned back so I could look in her eyes. “Just be careful, you don’t want to end up like me. They will only use you and I would hate that.” I smiled and leaned forward. No, I probably wouldn’t have dated her if we were both normal girls in a normal world, but we weren’t normal and this was an apology as well as a good-bye. I owed her so much more, but this was the best I could do.
Her lips were soft and sweet and she relaxed against me. It was only a second, but time slowed and the alarm faded away. I tried to remind myself it was people like her I needed to protect. I couldn’t be a nuclear weapon – destroying everything and everyone. I had to be a sniper rifle; precise and deadly, killing only the evil and rotten to free the ones who couldn’t free themselves.
In that moment I understood why my twin became so wrapped up in the rebellion and why he’d left me on Earth. Kris had tried to keep me out of this for as long as possible and he got lost along the way. He’d made too many enemies and couldn’t come back for me. My twin had known how strong I would be and he had known I could do this.
I stepped back and time snapped back into place, moving furiously as the alarm rang out. Voices reached us and footsteps rang out as people ran and screamed to the evacuation sites.
“Go,” I told her, pushing her in the right direction.
Emi nodded. “I won’t forget you,” she said before turning and running, following protocol.
Tiberius nudged me and I looked down at him, holstering the gun. “Let’s get out of here.” He huffed in agreement and we headed towards the hangar.



Chapter Eighteen
 
I popped Ryojin’s plex into the marauder’s main console and typed in my search. The engines powered up and I buckled in. The results came up and I selected my destination. A rebel base he’d discovered, far enough away I’d need to use the hyperdrive. Thankfully I’d finished all the important repairs on the ship, but hadn’t managed to get the other transport working so if this one didn’t work I was screwed.
The crystal drives were still sitting in the marauder, waiting to be installed. I’d never had the time to properly encode and install them so I would have to make do with the standard hyperdrive. “Hold on,” I told Tiberius. Engines were on, thrust, weapons powered up, defense shield engaged, and hyperdrive charging. My fingers flew over the main console, tapping in commands until I was satisfied.
The ship rose up from the ground and I grabbed a steering stick with each hand. I yanked on one and pushed down on the other. We spun and I leveled out at one-hundred and eighty degrees so the nose of the ship pointed towards the sealed hangar door. Something hit the side of the ship and it rocked us hard, one of the wings scraping against the wall and knocking over a pile of junk before I could regain control. “What the hell was that?” I muttered, pulling up surveillance.
I swiped until I saw the footage from the stern of the ship. Ryojin stood in the doorway directing his men. They shot at me. Another small explosion had me banging around. Reaching above me I flipped the defense shield to one hundred percent. Then I activated voice commands. “Fire only on active weapons,” I ordered the ship.
The console displayed a target, the video feed displayed across my main window. Each rifle and pistol was targeted as pulse-fire was recognized and subsequently shot down. There was no need to kill the men. I watched Ryojin clench his teeth and hold a special comms up to his mouth. His voice pulsed through the hangar over the speakers. “Katerina,” he began.
I couldn’t afford to let him speak. “Ryojin,” I said, cutting him off. “Get out of here before I blow a hole in the door.” The weapons were up and charged. I leaned over the console and placed my hand over the cannon control, twisting the display, and then firing.
A huge ball of pulsing energy blasted out of the cannon and made a streak for the hangar doors. Glancing at the surveillance Ryojin grimaced and cursed. He saluted with a smirk before he ordered his men out. He had seconds. The general disappeared behind a sealed door barely half a second before the blast shook the hangar and debris fell from the ceiling and hit the ship. There was a breach and everything not nailed down to the floor was sucked out into space. Enzo was nothing more than a rock, a small moon with no atmosphere.
My hands held the steering tight as I gritted my teeth and pushed. We streaked forward and then out through a hole barely large enough to squeeze the marauder through. If this was going to be anything like the last escape from Enzo, it wasn’t over yet. Glancing at my vambrace I eyed the stars and space around the base. Ships shot out and away towards one of the nearby military outposts. The evacuation protocol was well underway and I felt relief knowing most everyone would survive.
Including the general.
Suddenly we were knocked off course and I grabbed the steering harder, reminding myself to pay more attention. The anti-aircraft guns were locked on me and firing. Remembering what little flight training I’d had I engaged in evasive maneuvers, briefly checking the hyperdrive. The hyperdrive was at ninety-five percent. Not much longer now.
I yanked the wheel to the side and spun like a bullet up and away. Up was relative in space. I then flipped the ship so the nose was pointed straight down at the base. There was only two more minutes before the bombs went off.
My arms shook as I dived, swerving around the pulse-fire, using the small amount of gravity from the moon to gain speed. At the last second I pulled up and flew parallel with the top of a building. The guns started to blow up behind me as did the rest of the base.
The hyperdrive was at one hundred percent.
With a grim smile I flicked the cover off the button to engage the drive. My hand hovered over it as I shot across the surface of the moon. The fire behind me flared and then instantly disappeared as the oxygen was sucked out of the tops of the buildings and they crumbled. I reached empty space and tapped the button. We jumped into hyperspace and Enzo disappeared as the stars turned into white streaks and the drive utilized the holes in space to move me light-years across the galaxy in seconds.
My fingers typed furiously as I put in the coordinates.
Tiberius hunched in between my legs as we shot through hyperspace. We popped out a few seconds later. I didn’t recognize anything around us, but I wasn’t planning on stopping. I needed to confuse my trail. This ship didn’t have a tracker, but I still did. Destroying the base and stealing Ryojin’s plex would only buy me so much time.
I selected my next location from the general’s plex and engaged the hyperdrive again. We jumped and a few minutes later popped out far enough away from the spaceport for safety. I leaned forward and peered through the main window.
It was nothing like Momoko Spaceport at all. Instead of having multiple circles connected by one large tube, this one was built into a huge hunk of rock, an asteroid that had gotten pulled into the gravitational pull of the dwarf planet it now orbited. The plex said the spaceport was owned and operated by the rebellion even though it was in Federation space. Panthera Spaceport was in big white letters under one side. The spaceport in the asteroid made the rock seem to glow. Docks stuck out from the port like a sea cucumber.
There was a chime and I checked the marauder’s console. I was getting a hail from Panthera Spaceport. I tapped the message and a video popped over the main window. “Federation Marauder 54325, state your business.” I checked Ryojin’s plex again. “I’m here for the weather,” I repeated the code words on the display next to the info on Panthera. It wasn’t a Federation code phrase, but a Jaguarundi code phrase. Whoever hailed me didn’t reply but the weapons lock on my ship disappeared.
“Please use dock five,” I was instructed.
Slowly I approached the spaceport, careful as other ships disengaged and left the docks. Tiberius stood on all fours and then placed his front paws on my leg so he could see where we were headed. I gave him a quick pat. “You’ll have to stay in the shadows, buddy,” I told him. His camouflage skills would keep the both of us safe until I could extract the trackers.
The reason I chose this rebel base and not another was the doctor they had available. Supposedly there was a man familiar with genetic alterations and I hoped he could get rid of the one Lyn spliced into my genetic code if he had her notes.
There was a clang as the marauder docked with the spaceport and then the airlock sealed. I ran my shut down process quickly. I needed the trackers out of me as soon as possible. Grabbing everything on my way out I checked to make sure Tiberius followed close behind.
A rebel outpost was the best bet I had to stay hidden from the Federation. I couldn’t go straight to my brother and I couldn’t contact him in case he decided to risk it and ask me to come anyway. I wouldn’t help him directly, but I could still help his cause.
What Ryojin was doing, what he had planned for humanity and for the Federation affected everyone. I couldn’t let him get away with it. I would start from the bottom and work my way up the ranks until I could figure out how to break the hold the general had over me. Lower ranks wouldn’t give me access to sensitive information and I couldn’t risk knowing anything about my brother, because if Ryojin found me and asked, I would have to tell him.
I hopped down the steps, pack over my shoulder, and walked through the airlock with Tiberius by my side. Nothing was left in the marauder. I stopped by the dock master’s station and listed the ship for sale. My fingers were crossed I’d have a buyer by the time I was rid of the tracker. I paid for the dock master to refuel the ship and then walked briskly into the spaceport. Tiberius pressed to my side and a few strange looks were thrown our way as we trekked through the markets to the doctor’s office.
No one stopped and questioned me. I kept my head down to avoid being recognized. If Imre and Leo knew who I was by the color of my eyes then so could anyone else who had met my brother. I would need some colored contacts or something before I met with the rebel recruiter.
Humans weren’t the only ones on the spaceport. It was nearly as diverse as Momoko with the variety of species. I passed a shop run by a humanoid woman with three eyes. Her wares were questionable items floating in jars and I didn’t want to know if it was food or something else entirely. Only a little further to the office. I checked my vambrace. It had only been a few minutes since we docked but I was jittery and felt the strain in my muscles. How long before Ryojin found my trail and could send someone after me?
Unless he came for me himself. Then I’d be in deep shit.
I went through the door to the doctor’s office and stood in the waiting room. Tiberius had nowhere else to go and I refused to leave him on the marauder. “Um, no animals allowed,” a woman’s meek voice brought my head up to focus on her.
The waiting room was exactly like Lyn’s on Momoko and it bothered me. “I need to see Dr. Wallace immediately,” I told her, ignoring her comment about Tiberius.
Her face paled and she jerked to her feet. “Right away, Ms. Anderson.”
Shit.
The doctor could genetically change my eye color but it was one of the last things about me that was normal. I came into the world with them, and I refused to permanently change them.
Dr. Wallace was there seconds later. “What can I do for you, Ms. Anderson?”
I glanced around the room nervously. It was empty but him saying my name so loudly on a rebel outpost wasn’t good. “Don’t call me that,” I told him.
Too quickly I was at his side and grabbed his arm as I passed. I drug him with me to the back and breathed a sigh of relief when the door closed behind the three of us. Dr. Wallace kept glancing down at Tiberius but I ignored him. The cub wasn’t going anywhere.
“I need your help,” I hissed. We passed an operating room, good. I doubled back and pulled us in then finally let him go. “I have a tracker here.” I pointed to my neck where I could feel the tiny nub. “As well as a genetic one. I need you to remove them right now.”
Dr. Wallace stared at me with his mouth hanging open. The man was about my height, maybe a little bit taller if he would stand up straight. His skin was more tanned than brown and his eyes were a warm chocolate color. His hair curled out into a fro and it looked amazing on him. I was slightly jealous of his perfect eyebrows and long lashes but I shook it off. His skill as a geneticist is what I needed now.
“Can you do that?” I asked. “Here,” I took out Ryojin’s plex and handed it to him. “Everything you should need is on there.”
He glanced at Tiberius one more time and I could practically see the questions running through his mind. If I wanted to I could probably tap into them, but I wasn’t ready yet. Dr. Wallace gave me a quick nod and took my plex. I grabbed him before he could turn away. “This stays between you and me. Your receptionist needs to keep her mouth shut. None of this can reach the Jaguarundi,” I said, my words clipped. “Do you understand me?”
He hesitated. “I’m ordered to inform them as soon as I see you,” he told me.
My grip tightened on his arm and he winced. I let go immediately as I didn’t mean to hurt him. Sometimes I forgot how strong I was. “You can’t,” I insisted. “When you see what’s on that plex you’ll understand why.”
Dr. Wallace made a move to leave the operating room.
“Please!” I was desperate and Tiberius huffed at my emotions. “I need you to do it right now.” I sat on the operating table and grabbed a scalpel. “I don’t have the time for you to do a scrub or anything, I’ll be fine.”
Again he nodded and stuck my plex into a machine, pulled up the work Lyn had done and studied it for a few seconds before taking the scalpel from me. He sliced into my neck and then grabbed his tweezers. Carefully he pulled out the tiny device.
I gritted my teeth against the pain until I could push it back. Blood trickled down my neck. I pushed away the needle before he could stitch it up. It would heal in a few minutes and the stitches would only cause complications. “Just a bandage to stop the bleeding,” I instructed, snatching the tracking device from the tweezers.
If he was shocked he didn’t say anything. This was one of the reasons why he was the second best geneticist in the galaxy and probably why he worked for my brother.
I was pretty sure Lyn was the best.
Dr. Wallace whipped up something in one of his fancy machines. I lay back on the gurney so he could do whatever was necessary to remove the genetic tracker. The color of the liquid he pulled into his syringe was a dark red, nearly black. It made my stomach curdle.
“This will remove the extra code she bonded to you and it will dismantle it completely,” he explained as he injected the needle into my neck and shoved the plunger down.
The liquid was like ice in my veins and my teeth almost chattered.
“Give it a few minutes,” Dr. Wallace said, tossing the needle in the hazardous waste bin. “I want to make sure it worked before you go.”
I stood shakily with my hand clasped to my neck. Where the needle went in burned. “I don’t have the time,” I said. “I need to get rid of this.” I held up the device as I made my way to the door. Tiberius came to my side from his place in the corner and Dr. Wallace started. He had forgotten Tiberius was even there.
“I can destroy it for you,” he said slowly, eyes still on my cub.
“No!” I yelled. “You don’t seem to understand. Someone is following this signal. I need them to keep following it far, far away from here.”
He frowned in thought and I started down the hall. “Ms. Anderson!” he called.
I winced and whipped around. “I told you not to call me that!”
Dr. Wallace paused at his door and the wheels finally turned. “I don’t think you should walk through the spaceport as you are. Give me the tracker and I’ll have my receptionist run it back to your ship.”
It was my turn to hesitate. Could I trust them?
“Kristopher Anderson is our leader,” Dr. Wallace said quietly, holding out his hand. “I would do anything for him, and keeping his sister safe is nothing. Rose is one of us. You can trust her.”
Finally confirmation of his status. Kris inspired some crazy loyalty in people. “Here,” I said, reluctantly handing him the tracker. “I listed the marauder for sale, and the tracker needs to be on the ship. If there isn’t a buyer she needs to set it to autopilot and put in these coordinates.” If the ship wasn’t docked long Ryojin would assume I only stopped to refuel.
I rattled off the numbers and codes to the ship. Wallace nodded and disappeared for a few moments and then returned. “She’ll make sure it’s done.”
A weight lifted from my shoulders and I followed him back to the operating room. Dr. Wallace took my plex from his machine and waved for me to follow him. I glanced back at Tiberius and was relieved to have found an ally. The two of us stood out like a sore thumb.
“Take a seat,” Wallace told me, stepping aside so I could walk into his private office.
I took the seat across from his at the big, messy desk and rested my hand on Tiberius’s neck. Absently I scratched him as I took in the room. The doctor was a messy type. Cups littered the desk and plastic charts lay haphazardly across the surface. There was no art on the walls and no books on display as Wolfe had in his office. This man focused on his work and little else.
The reminder of the Wolfegang left me with a pain in my chest and I rubbed at the spot as if I could simply make it go away. It was still hard to believe Wolfe was gone. The man annoyed me at times, but he was also the most honorable, caring person I’d ever met. He had always been there for me and he had loved me long before I could even admit I might have similar feelings.
“Ms. Anderson?”
Dr. Wallace’s voice jerked me out of my depression and anger sparked at the use of my name. “I told you not to call me that,” I snapped, still rubbing the spot on my chest.
“What should I call you then?” he asked, irritation coloring his words.
I shrugged my shoulder and stroked Tiberius’s fur. “Anything but that.”
He took my plex and went through what he could from Lyn’s notes. It didn’t take him long to read from the beginning to the end and when he finished Wallace set my plex on his desk slowly. He folded his fingers together like a steeple as he studied me, deep in thought. “I can make you a type of colored contact,” Wallace finally said. “Any color you want, but a blue might look the most natural. Maybe you should do something about your hair? There are plenty of temporary colors.”
I didn’t want to color my hair but I understood where he was coming from. A different eye color and name should be enough. I could try to find the tanning stuff Ryojin had me use.
“Marie is a good first name choice,” Wallace continued on. If my silence bothered him he didn’t let it show. “A Japanese surname would be even better.”
It wasn’t a coincidence he knew my middle name. Kris must trust this man implicitly. “Marie Anami will do,” I said. Exhaustion swept over me as my list of things to do seemed to increase exponentially. “I need somewhere to stay that’s safe and I need a recommendation to the Jaguarundi. I’d like to start at the bottom and work my way up the ranks.” To pretend he didn’t know everything about me now would be stupid.
If Wallace was really an ally he would need to know as much as he could stand. “Any questions?” I asked.
Academic excitement sparked in his eyes and he placed his hands on his desk to lean forward. “I have never seen Lyn Tallis’s work first hand. She’s absolutely incredible,” Dr. Wallace practically gushed. “What she did with your genetic makeup is artistry.”
I sat back, slightly annoyed. “I’m so glad I could make your dreams come true,” I said wryly.
He looked admonished. “Of course I can recommend you,” he said in reply to one of my requests. “You wish to steer clear of Kristopher until the brainwashing has been removed I assume.”
Lyn’s notes must have shown something. “Yes,” I replied. “Once I’ve been established here on Panthera I shouldn’t even be around you.” Dr. Wallace was too close to my brother. He was too important for me to put him in danger.
He nodded and ruffled his hair a bit. “If you could send me all of Dr. Tallis’s notes for my studies I would greatly appreciate it. In the meantime we’ll help you blend in enough so no one will put together your connection with Bagheera. No one other than General Ryojin will know of your cub.” A nervous flick of his eyes to Tiberius. “As long as he stays mostly hidden, then word shouldn’t get out to the general,” he mused. Suddenly he stood and rummaged through his charts. “Let me see what I can find here,” he muttered.
I was indebted to Dr. Wallace. There was no way I could have done this all so seamlessly myself. “I will find a way to earn some money and I’ll make sure you get everything I owe you,” I said quietly. I owed him so much more than money.
Wallace waved away my words. “No, no problem at all,” he said. “You owe me nothing. I am happy to help.”
I stood and Tiberius pressed against me. “I insist.” He was disobeying direct orders to keep me hidden. “My brother won’t be happy about this lie, but I will make sure you’re safe,” I reassured him. He would be safe from any punishment and also from the Federation if I had anything to say about it. And I had a lot to say.
Wallace didn’t protest again. Instead he fluttered about his office. There was a knock on his door and I whipped towards the noise, hand on my gun and Tiberius crouched; ready to pounce. The door slid open a second later and I had my pistol aimed and ready.
“Doctor Wallace?” the girl stuttered.
Immediately I dropped my gun when I recognized the receptionist.
“This is Rose,” Dr. Wallace said. His eyes were still fastened on my gun.
I rolled my shoulders back to ease the sudden tension. I knew that look too well. He was still trying to process, trying to understand when I’d moved and how I’d done it so quickly. It wasn’t a look I enjoyed. Being reminded of how different I was always bothered me. “I apologize,” I said, stepping forward with my hand out in greeting. Rose took a shaky step forward but her grip on my arm was strong. “How did it go?” I asked. I was dying to hear if the ship was gone or not.
“The ship was sold and the buyer has already left with the tracker on board,” she reported. Her words were clipped and professional.
She may be a receptionist but there was a lot more to Rose than met the eye. I liked her.
I snatched the plex from Wallace’s desk and opened the program in one of Lyn’s files. My tracker showed the ship leaving the dock and disappearing into hyperspace with multiple projections as to exit locations. My breath whooshed out and I closed the program, thank god.
Ryojin would find me eventually, but this gave me time to figure out what to do next. I had maybe two or three weeks before he caught on to the fact he was following the wrong trail. If I was super lucky the buyer would sell it to someone else and then lead Ryojin farther on the wild goose chase.
Rose handed me a small bag of credits. “I paid the docking fees with some of the money,” she informed me.
I took the bag from her and took out a few hundred credits. I handed the rest of the bag to Dr. Wallace. “This should cover my bill,” I said. A marauder was expensive, but mine had been an older model. The few hundred I had left should cover a few days of food and some kind of hotel room.
Wallace pushed the bag at me. “This is too much,” he protested.
I dropped it on his desk and crossed my arms. “Consider it payment for the device removal, the eye color, and the rebel contact.”
He crossed his arms right back and shook his head, his glorious hair shifting in the breeze. “The notes from Dr. Tallis alone would be enough to cover your bill. This is unnecessary.”
“Consider it a donation to the cause.” I wasn’t budging on this. There were plenty of other ways to make money. I was sure I could find one. “Where are the contacts?”
“Rose can you please get this stubborn woman some blue eye filters?”
We glared at each other and Rose left the room as quickly as she could. I sighed and relaxed my arms. “I don’t need it,” I told him. “If you can use it to help others then do so, genetic modification is no joke.” There were still quirks I had with my own modifications and it was unpredictable to say the least. Yes, I had control over the physical aspects of it all, but the mental stuff I was still working on.
Dr. Wallace plopped into his chair and seemed to give up his ridiculous refusal to accept the money. “Fine,” he grumbled. “Let me set you up with everything you need. Might as well get comfortable,” he told me with a wave at his grubby couch. It looked like he slept there most nights. “This is going to take a while.”
I moved the blanket and gingerly sat down. My muscles ached. I slipped off my boots and laid back. Tiberius jumped on my stomach and I nearly gagged at the pressure. He lounged across me and the distributed weight was easier to handle. “Let me know when you need me,” I muttered, closing my eyes and flinging an arm over them to block out the light. The tape on my neck itched but instead of scratching it I laid my other hand on Tiberius and scratched behind his ear instead.
The cub purred and finally the tension and fear left me. Exhaustion took hold and dragged me into sleep.



Chapter Nineteen
 
“Kat—Marie, wake up.”
Someone’s hand was on my shoulder. Instinctively I grabbed it and twisted it back, my eyes flying open in panic. Dr. Wallace cried out in pain as he fell to his knees. Instantly I let go of him, guilt wrapping around me. “I’m so sorry,” I said, helping him up.
“No, no,” he said as he shook his head. “It’s my fault for startling you. I should have known better.” He patted my hand and then bent to pick up his plex. “Everything is ready for you.”
I sat back down on the couch and Tiberius grumbled at me before curling back into a ball. He snored a few seconds later. I should have known there had been no actual threat. Tiberius would have warned me if there was. I felt like an idiot.
Wallace watched me closely. “Don’t feel bad,” he tried to reassure me. “Anyone who’s gone through what you have would be the same.”
I made a face. “I don’t have PTSD.”
He said nothing. Wallace handed me a small case and a small card. “Here are your contacts and room key. I booked you a room at the Kuroyu. It’s very nice,” he promised. “Your meeting with the recruiter is in a few hours.” Dr. Wallace bent over and gently pulled the bandage away from my neck. He made a small noise. “Miraculous,” he whispered. “There isn’t even a scar.”
Self-conscious my hand went to my neck to cover up the nonexistent mark. It may be miraculous but it also made me that different. “Thank you,” I told him, taking the contacts and key card. “It would have been a lot more difficult to do this without you.”
Rose came in Dr. Wallace’s office with my bag and a cup of coffee. I took the coffee with both hands and breathed in the smell. It was wonderful. “This is amazing,” I told her.
“I grabbed you some lotion. It should help with your skin tone,” she said, her fingers brushing the back of my hand as she set my pack down. “It’s so pale and striking. You would most definitely be noticed.”
I didn’t mind people noticing me. I simply didn’t want them to recognize me. Still, it was nice of her to get me some. “Thank you, Rose,” I said sincerely. “You guys have been amazing.” Dr. Wallace was too quiet. “What?” I asked him, taking a sip of coffee. It was hot and bitter but it soothed some of the adrenaline left from my wake up scare.
“I know you want to keep your distance from me, but I think it might be best for you to come in for a diagnostic every once in a while,” he said, eyes flicking between me and his plex.
“Why?” I took another sip and ignored the feeling of panic edging in. I was fine. Lyn had made sure of it.
“Better safe than sorry,” he said with a shrug. “You’ve been constantly monitored for months while being injected with various serums. It might be best to insure there is no fallout when the serums suddenly stop.”
I hadn’t thought of that. Setting the coffee mug on the side table before the liquid spilled, I hid my shaking hands in my lap and looked over at Tiberius. I would take it one day at a time like always. “Agreed,” I said with a sigh. “But it has to be done carefully and I can’t be seen here again.”
Wallace waved off my concern. “No one will think twice if I visit Kuroyu. I have plenty of house calls there.”
I nudged Tiberius and grabbed my pack. It was time to leave. I’d overstayed my welcome. “Thank you again doctor, Rose.” Tiberius jumped down from the couch and stretched. His huge yawn displayed every single one of his glittering sharp teeth.
Wallace cleared his throat. “Rose will take you to Kuroyu.” He handed me Ryojin’s plex and I tucked it into my pack.
I slipped the contacts on and blinked them into place. “How do they look?” I asked.
Wallace nodded. “Different.”
Good. I signaled Tiberius to keep to the shadows and follow. “Let’s go.”
Rose led us out of the doctor’s office and back into the spaceport. It was almost quiet with only a few people. Stores were open, but doors were closed and the sounds seemed dampened almost. Rose saw my confusion. “Business is slow this late at night.”
I checked my vambrace and saw it was nearly three in the morning. My pack was heavy as I hoisted it up. Rose continued through the market. I glanced over my shoulder nervously. The contacts in my eyes itched as I searched the spaceport. I tried to keep to the shadows as much as possible as I followed Rose.
Tiberius melted into them, his camouflage working in high gear. If I didn’t already know where he was I never would have known he was right behind me. He was growing so fast I knew it wouldn’t take long for him to reach the size of a small pony.
We stopped in front of Kuroyu. It was sharp and professional looking; a five star hotel. The doorman waved his hand in front of the door for us and I stepped through, wondering how they would react to Tiberius. “Right this way, Ms. Anami,” the doorman said with a posh sort of accent.
I looked to Rose and realized she was still outside the door. She gave me a smile and a shrug. “Everything has been taken care of. Your room has been paid for through the month and all the staff has been paid off. No one will say anything about your cat, or any of your comings and goings.”
My mouth dropped open in shock. “That’s not what the money was supposed to be for,” I protested, planting my hands on my hips.
Rose tossed me a chip and I caught it out of reflex. “It’s for the cause right? That should be enough for essentials for a few weeks.”
Before I could say anything else she turned and left. The doorman was at my elbow trying to usher me further into the hotel so he could close the door. I didn’t budge, staring at the credit chip. I wished I could talk to Kris. Maybe if I did I could figure out why his people were so insistent on helping me. What exactly had he done to inspire them?
“Ms. Anami?” the doorman inquired. “Would you like someone to show you to your room?”
I nodded at the doorman. I felt hollow inside and I wished I could see my brother, but there simply wasn’t a way at the moment. If something happened to him because of me…what if Ryojin found us and ordered me to kill him?
The doorman snapped his fingers and staff appeared from nowhere. A man in a sharp uniform took my bag from me and another asked me if I would like anything from the kitchen. How long had it been since I last ate? I followed the man with my bag and glanced back at the door. The gratitude I felt for Rose and Wallace couldn’t be expressed in words. I was lost in this world and somehow they’d made me feel like I wasn’t alone.
I would do everything I could for them. They had the money, but if they needed anything from me they only had to ask.
I stepped into the lift with the bellhop; Tiberius loped in behind me and then sat like a puppy next to my feet. He didn’t even look at the bellhop, but the man pressed against the wall of the lift despite the five feet of space between them. I blew out my breath and leaned my hip against the wall. The staff would probably have a hard time getting used to him. The lift finally stopped on the top floor and I shook my head. The doctor had gone all out when he hadn’t needed to. My room was paid for an entire month. Would I even be here that long?
“The penthouse suite is the only room on this floor,” the bellhop explained as he led me around the huge table in the foyer with real flowers in a vase on top of it. I could smell the red roses and the green leaves. I could practically feel the dirt on my hands with their fresh scent. “There are two entrances to this floor. The lift which is coded to open only for your key card and the service stairs the staff will use to bring your food and clean the room.”
My eyes searched his jacket for his name tag. Beck inserted a key card into a reader right next to gorgeous double doors. The light turned green and he opened both with a flourish. “There is a kitchen, a living space with the latest holovid connected to every channel available, as well as multiple rooms and bathrooms.”
I followed him around the huge couch in front of a glass panel about ten feet tall and twenty feet across. The living room was huge and I crossed the plush carpet to the window and looked down. I could see everything in the huge atrium of the spaceport. I craned my neck to see the stars through the thick plas-glass of the port.
“The glass is one way,” Beck reassured me with my bag still in his hand.
I turned and looked at the bellhop with his smart uniform, shaven head, and warm smile. He had such an open and innocent face I wondered if he was part of the rebel force or not. “Doctor Wallace informed us of your visitor who will be arriving in an hour. Would you like for food and drinks to be brought up?”
He must be talking about the rebel recruiter. I hadn’t expected the meeting to be so soon. I looked down at myself and grimaced. I felt grimy and dirty. “Yes, if you could. Maybe bring up something small to eat before the visitor gets here?” I was starving. “Do you serve coff—java?” I asked.
Beck nodded. “Of course, I will put in the orders. Let me show you the master bedroom.” He held out his arm to indicate where it was.
I followed his lead and down the hall there was a bedroom nearly the size of the living room. He set my bag down on a plush bench at the foot of the bed. Beck went to a door and opened it with a flourish. “This is the master bathroom,” he told me. Then he went to a massive closet and opened that as well. “There are clothes in here in various sizes you are welcome to use and anything you wish to keep will simply be added to your bill.” He closed the closet and clasped his hands behind his back. “Is there anything else I can do for you, Ms. Anami?”
I looked around the room in awe. The fabrics were made of rich materials and dyed deep jewel tones. The carpet was so thick and soft it cushioned my feet so I could barely feel the floor. The bed itself had to be a king-sized, or maybe something even larger with a canopy and flowing fabrics. Windows on the same side as the ones in the living room went from floor to ceiling along the wall with thick curtains to block out any unwanted light. My fingers brushed against the cover on the bed. The fabric felt silky soft and cool to the touch.
Tiberius sniffed at everything before jumping up on the bench, and then he stepped onto the bed to flop down on the soft mattress. He sank into it and licked his front paws, then set his head on them and closed his eyes. His ease relaxed me and I kicked off my boots. “No thank you, Beck, I think I’m fine for now.” More than fine actually, this room was ridiculous and so over the top for me. It had to have cost most of the money I’d given Dr. Wallace.
I ground my teeth in annoyance. I would find a way to pay him back.
Beck bowed before leaving the master bedroom.
Was I supposed to tip him? How did that work now? I groaned in exasperation. It was so annoying to have to relearn everything and every time I thought I had it down I found myself in a new situation wondering how to be an adult all over again. I sat down on the bench at the foot of the bed and peeled off my socks with my toes and then dragged my backpack towards me. I rummaged around until my fingers touched something cool. Slowly I pulled Ryojin’s plex out of my pack.
Ryojin’s plex which held every answer to every question I could possibly come up with. I laid back and held up the blank plastic. I could feel Tiberius pressed against the top of my head. My fingers ran through his fur gently as I contemplated the general’s plex.
I tapped my thumb on the screen and the access request popped up. The background was boring and generic: the Federation shield on a silver banner. I tapped in the code from Ryojin’s ident chip and the plex unlocked. I swiped with my thumb through the folders until I found one with my name on it.
The nervous anticipation roiled in my stomach until I was nauseous. My thumb hovered over my name for a brief second and I hesitated. Did I really want to know everything he’d done to me? I had Lyn’s files…did I need to see his? I tapped my folder harder than necessary before I could chicken out.
The folder opened and at least a dozen sub-folders displayed. I tapped the first one and nothing but gibberish scrolled down the screen. I nearly screamed in frustration, gripping the plex hard. Each sub-folder was heavily encrypted and I couldn’t access any of my files. I sat up fast enough to cause an ache in my skull. Slamming the plex down, I grabbed my jacket and practically tore it off. My fingers twisted in my hair and it was all I could do not to rip it out. The bastard had to have known I might get my grubby little hands on it.
I stood and peeled off my pants, leaving them in a pathetic ball on the spotless carpet. It was likely he was following protocol. I stalked towards the master bathroom and slammed my hand onto the button for the water. Spray came down in a waterfall on the priceless-looking tile. Grabbing the bottom of my shirts I pulled them all over my head at the same time and threw them into the bedroom as hard as I could.
Raking my fingers through my hair I took a deep breath before I broke something I couldn’t replace. Like the counter. I placed my hands on the counter softly, conscious of my strength. Leaning forward I stared into the mirror, searching my face. The blue contacts threw me for a second but the high cheekbones were familiar now and my hair was so long after months on the Wolfegang, it reached my waist. I should probably cut it. My eyes flicked to the plex lying innocently on the bed next to my cub.
Steam started to fog the mirrors and I wiped my hand in a slash across the glass so all I could see were my eyes. The blue over my natural grey melded seamlessly. A stranger would never guess the color wasn’t natural.
I stepped under the hot spray, gentle against my skin and leaned against the wall, still frigid to the touch. Goosebumps pebbled up. Physical reports, mental reports, subliminal messages, general progress, and genetic coding were a few of the folders he had on me. Those were the basics. He also had possible connections, a file on my connections to the Jaguarundi, general profiles on the people in my life, and their statuses. Basically Ryojin had everything I could ever want to know on his plex, buried under layers upon layers of encryption.
The scent of some flower filled the air as I tried one of the luxury soaps the hotel offered. The smell reminded me of lilacs and roses; too sweet for my preferences. I made a mental note to buy different soap.
How long would it take me to remove the brainwashing now? First I had to decrypt each folder to find clues and hints. What if the file I needed was fourth or fifth in line? It could take months, then to actually remove the brainwashing? It was hopeless. Supposedly I was a genius though, right? I could learn encryption and decryption. I’d learned a bit on Enzo, but I doubted the general would teach me something I could use to get into his personal files. There had to be something on the databases I could find. Programs I could use to learn. It would just take time.
The water shut off after fifteen minutes. Far longer than the shower on the Wolfegang or on Enzo, another luxury I didn’t deserve. Maybe I should ask for a different room; something smaller and less opulent. I might need the extra time anyway. I stepped out of the shower, grabbed the fluffy robe, and wrapped it tight around myself. Curious, I opened the closet full of clothes that weren’t mine. Plastic tags were still on them and there was such a variety. I could choose from a type of fancy ball gown I had no idea what I could possibly wear it to or sweats of the highest quality.
My fingers brushed the sweats lovingly, but I had to meet the recruiter and I should look put together and capable; not like I was about to binge-watch my favorite show. I skimmed over the fabrics. “Holovid on,” I ordered. A large holovid unfolded from the ceiling and the projection lit up across the windows. “News,” I directed. It had been a while since I could catch up on current events. My attention went back to the clothes as I listened to the reporters in the background.
How was I going to decrypt Ryojin’s plex with so little to work with?
I settled on a pair of slacks in a charcoal grey and a long-sleeved shirt in a blue close to my new eye color. I slipped on a belt and a vest before sitting on the cushioned bench to lace up my boots. As I tucked the pants into the combat boots something on the holovid caught my attention.
Cheering went on as a camera focused on two people beating the crap out of each other. The lens zoomed out and I could see a good-sized fighting pit with a crowd of a few thousand surrounding it. I buckled the straps on my boots and sat up to look at the two men fighting. One looked human and another had skin the color of pitch and milky white eyes. His tongue slithered out for a brief second before he pummeled the human with all four arms. I winced as the human went down and blood sprayed across the pit floor, making it slick and they both went down. Grabbing my brush out of my bag I started to yank it through my hair. I couldn’t keep my eyes off the holovid as the man with four arms was declared winner and then the next two fighters were announced. From what I could tell the fights went on all day and night with a few breaks in between. Anyone could enter to win and the payouts increased with each victory. My brush slowed as an idea began to form.
“Ms. Anami? Your food has arrived,” Beck said with a knock on the bedroom door.
He had startled me with my attention so focused on the holovid. Ryojin would have reprimanded me. I turned towards the door. “You can come in,” I called, fascinated by the variant of species in the fights. A Sarmation who could be Celeste’s twin, or at the very least her sister, stepped into the pit followed by the winner of the last fight.
Beck came in with a tray and set it on a small café table near the holovid and pulled out the chair for me. I pulled the straps tight on my other boot and went over to the tray, eyes fastened on the brutal fight. The woman destroyed him, breaking two arms only a few seconds into the fight. I almost laughed out loud. She definitely reminded me of Celeste. “Can you tell me about this?” I asked, indicating the fight. The coffeepot in his hand stilled as Beck turned to look. He lifted a shoulder in a shrug and poured the coffee.
“It’s popular on our spaceport,” Beck said. “If you’re good it’s one of the best ways to make money. If you’re not, it’s one of the easiest ways to die.” He lifted a porcelain bowl. “Cream and sugar?”
I nodded and leaned to the side to watch the woman scale the man’s back and wrap her legs around his neck, squeezing as he tried to hit her legs. He fell to his knees as he tried to breathe and his milky eyes turned red. A few minutes later he was unconscious and she stepped off of him with arms held out in victory.
“He’s still alive?” I asked, eating everything in front of me.
Beck nodded and started cleaning up the empty dishes and placing them on his tray. “It’s not a fight to the death, but accidents do happen.” He gave me a strange look.
“Is he still paid for the fight?” This could be lucrative for me if I could keep my strength and speed in check.
“He is,” Beck replied. “I simply wouldn’t advise the pits for someone such as you.”
Instantly my eyes shifted away from the holovid and held his. “And why is that?” I demanded. My words were hard and pointed. What did this man know about me?
Beck halted mid action and his eyes widened, like a deer who suddenly realized they were being hunted. “No reason, Ms. Anami, it is simply a rough sport and you could get hurt. I wouldn’t want to see that.”
My eyes narrowed. “You’re assuming I would lose.” What was it about human men who thought they always knew better than a woman about her own damn life? Wolfe hadn’t exactly been human though had he? The only man who never assumed I couldn’t deal with my own shit and I ignored him for months.
“No—no ma’am,” Beck stuttered. “I would never assume that.”
I sat back in my chair and crossed my arms. I could press my point but I’d already scared him. “Please let me know when my visitor gets here.” The coffee was hot and smelled delicious. I took a sip and went back to watching the fights. There was some advertisement and then the next two fighters were declared. I’d go down to the pits after I slept.
Maybe I could use my powers for good? Well this wasn’t exactly good, but it would help the Jaguarundi and help me gather all the information I could find on Panthera. There had to be bars around the pit, and the inebriated had loose tongues. Beck bowed with his tray. I ignored him. He backed out of my room without another word. It irked me the world was still filled with such blatant patriarchy. You’d think after so many centuries we as a gender would have gotten our shit together and done something about it.
I braided my hair as I watched the next three fights. The Sarmation won all of them. Her last fight was declared for the day and there were some protests. Interesting, only so many fights were allowed in a twenty-four hour period for one fighter. Purple blood dripped from her nose and oozed out of various cuts on her face and arms. Blue bruises could be seen spreading along her skin, but her smile was vicious and victorious. The woman reminded me of Celeste. I grinned into my cup. She was fantastic. I hoped I didn’t have to go up against her.
A knock on the front doors; I stood and drained the rest of my cup and then switched off the holovid. I entered the living room area and turned on the one in there. It took up the entire wall of windows. It was ridiculous. Minimizing it to only a small square in the corner I made my way over to the doors. My eyes flicked to the small screen next to the access panel and Beck was outside with a man I didn’t recognize and a tiny woman.
I wish he’d warned me two of them were coming up.
Glancing around one last time, I eyed Tiberius sleeping on the bed through the door and decided it wasn’t important to lock the door. They would meet him or they wouldn’t and their reactions would be amusing at the very least. My hand rested on the panel and it scanned my palm. “Please, come in,” I said as the doors unlocked and Beck opened them. I stood aside and surreptitiously inspected the two visitors. I’d been under the impression I’d only be meeting with one recruiter. “Take a seat,” I implored, waving my hand at the expansive couches and the mountains of food on the table in front of them.
The two shared a look before sitting down. Their emotions smothered me, full of disbelief and irritation. Some poor little rich girl who was so bored she felt she needed to take up with a rebel cause.
My eyes narrowed. I could call out Tiberius which would certainly squash their assumptions about me, but that was crude and too easy. “Dr. Wallace contacted you?” I asked as I went to the coffee table and began serving them some drinks and plates of food.
The man nodded, but it was the woman who was in charge, I noted. “He did,” she said, eyes roaming around the room of over-the-top luxury.
“My name is,” I hesitated as I almost spoke my actual name. “Marie Anami, it’s a pleasure to meet the two of you.” I held out my arm to the woman first. See? I could play nice.
She clasped my arm in greeting and held my eyes. “The only reason we are here at all is because Dr. Wallace insisted we meet you, though I can’t see why,” she stated, looking me up and down.
At least she didn’t sugarcoat it. I actually appreciated the honesty. I served myself another cup of coffee and snagged some fruit from the table. “To be fair you know nothing about me, so to make that assumption seems ignorant in my opinion.” I smiled and tilted my head, challenging her.
She sat back with a frown but didn’t protest; the wheels in her head turning.
“I’m Peter,” the man said as he clasped my arm. “This here is Mei. She doesn’t have a filter.”
I grinned. I liked him too.
I sat back on the couch and crossed my legs up onto the cushions, eating fruit as I waited for the interview to start.
“So how did you come to learn about the Jaguarundi?” Peter asked, pulling out his plex and making notations.
My stomach dropped out and a sick feeling filled me suddenly. The same feeling I had right before being dropped on a rollercoaster. I shifted uncomfortably. It hadn’t occurred to me how personal I would have to get. I couldn’t lie and I couldn’t tell them who I actually was, not if I wanted to keep Kris in the dark for as long as possible. If I gave them details like my connections to the Family, the mob who controls the planet Speed and is essentially the functioning government there, I’d have to give my source. Imre knew Kris personally. It would seem suspicious coupled with Leo being the one to tell me more about the rebellion than I’d learned in months before Enzo.
What should I say?
The silence became tense as I didn’t answer. “Does it matter?” I finally asked.
Mei leaned forward slightly. “It might,” she replied. “It might not. We’ll move on to the next question for now. What are you qualifications, what skills do you have?”
I sighed. This wasn’t helping. “Let’s get straight to the point,” I said. “I know some people already working within the rebellion. I’ve been a double agent for both sides. I worked for the Federation unwillingly for the past few months until I could finally make my escape. I’m here to help the rebels after what I’ve been through.” I tapped my cup, eyes on the dark liquid. Enzo was harder to talk about than I realized; like talking about an abusive ex. “No one should have to go through that.” Being treated as an object, something to acquire and use if only to keep it from someone else. “The experimentations and genetic enhancements done on me are all with Dr. Wallace. If you need proof you can ask him. I was essentially with the Federation as the cure to their mishaps. They wanted to know why my mind wasn’t degrading like some soldiers so they could find a new serum.” They were silent and I took it as a signal to continue. “They couldn’t cure soldiers already afflicted, but Dr. Tallis was pretty positive it wouldn’t be a problem with the new serum.” I looked up into Mei’s face. “I didn’t stick around long enough to find out.”
“That was you?” she demanded. “You were the one who escaped and destroyed Enzo?”
I bowed my head with a mocking smile. “At your service.”
Peter leaned forward, setting down his untouched plate of food. His eyes sparkled with curiosity. “What did you say your name was again?”
My eyes snapped to his. He knew exactly what my name was, but Peter was clever. “Marie, Marie Anami,” I repeated.
“You’ve given us very little to go on,” Mei snapped. She was probably mad Dr. Wallace asked her to meet me on such short notice. “I don’t know what to tell you.”
I rested my arm along the back of the couch and watched the small section of the holovid still playing the fights. “If you want my help you can have it, but I can’t give you every detail of my life right now. It’s not safe for certain higher ups in the Jaguarundi. It’s why I’m here instead of headquarters interviewing with Anderson himself.” I looked away from the fight and locked eyes with Mei. It was a risky move but I kept my gaze steady and strong. Not many people knew where headquarters were and even fewer knew Kris’s actual name.
Mei’s skin paled at the mention of my brother and it intrigued me. I wished I could sit down and talk to him about it all. He had to have some pretty wild stories. “I-I didn’t realize,” she stuttered. “I’m sorry.”
I hated people who tried to back pedal after making a social faux pas. “Maybe if you weren’t an ass to people in the first place you wouldn’t have to apologize.” My words had no fire behind them. I wasn’t angry with her, but damn. It irked me when someone made incorrect assumptions and then acted on them.
Ryojin had never assumed anything about me. He simply knew. He knew what I was capable of and asked me to do it, and then do it perfectly. I cleared my throat, uncomfortable at my own thoughts. I stood to try and release some of my sudden tension. “Do you want my help or not? I’ll start from the bottom. I’ll do whatever is needed of me,” I said, crossing to the expansive windows. I made a pulling motion with my hand and the square of video footage landed at eye-level. I expanded it to comfortably watch the fights. Blood splattered the camera lens.
“I need to take the small bit we have on you to my superior, and then we will let you know. Anything else you’d like to tell us before we leave?” Peter asked.
I didn’t turn from the window, which was bad manners, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Ryojin. “If you accept my application, I would suggest keeping me away from sensitive information on Anderson.” I pressed my index finger to the glass and watched the hologram ripple across the window as it pulled up options for me to select. Gathering information on the Jaguarundi was why I was on Panthera, but it was Kris I needed to protect. I still didn’t know how I personally felt about a full-on war against the Federation.
There was a growl from my bedroom doorway and I whipped around. Tiberius crouched, growling at the two recruiters. I watched Mei and Peter closely. Tiberius knew they were here the whole time. If he felt threatened now there was a reason. I was across the room and was in front of them before they could figure out what exactly stood in my bedroom doorway. Mei had her hand on a pulse pistol in her bag and my fingers wrapped around her wrist before she had time to even pull it out. Beck hadn’t searched them.
I’d request a new staff member as my go-between in the morning.
My fingers squeezed as I looked down at her. My expression was blank and I felt nothing as her face crumpled in pain. She let go of the pistol and my other hand reached in and snatched it from her purse. Tiberius quit growling and paced slowly around the room until he was behind me. With his hackles still raised I knew how enormous and terrifying he looked.
It was reflected in their eyes.
“That was stupid,” I said. Her pistol barrel rested against her forehead gently. I took a step back and appraised her, keeping the gun where it was. Her pallor was sickly and sweat beaded along her hairline. Maybe asking to join the rebellion at this point was a mistake.
“I’ll be keeping this.” I tucked the pistol in between the small of my back and my pants. “I rescind my application,” I told them, glancing between the two.
If I liked what I found on the movement I would wait until I could meet with Kris directly and actually do some good rather than some grunt work. In the meantime I’d do my research and help Dr. Wallace. He was the only one I believed to be actually helping people, rebels or not. “Please leave before I have you forcibly removed.” The risk of our surname being mentioned had played out against me. It was no doubt the reason she felt so threatened by me. It might not be smart to let them go, but I was on a rebellion spaceport. I couldn’t kill them without repercussions. I’d simply have to move.
Peter had the decency to look guilty. “I apologize for my partner,” he said quickly as he ushered her out of the room.
I watched them go. Beck opened the doors for them and when his eyes met mine he swallowed nervously. I sighed. It was definitely time to find somewhere else to stay.



Chapter Twenty
 
It wasn’t difficult to find the fighting pits despite how early it was. I’d only been able to sleep for a few hours after dealing with the recruiters. There was a crowd of people already. I eased through the people standing in line to sit in the audience, and made my way to a much smaller line outside the arena. The line to sign up for the fights had ten people in it. I settled in to wait, taking a look around as I did so.
The people on the spaceport were so diverse. I spotted at least seven different species I’d never come across before. The first man in line to sign up for the fights went forward and spoke with the person in charge. I swore the floor shook with the weight of his steps. He was a species I didn’t know; about seven feet tall and each limb was the size of a regular human torso. His own torso was maybe three people wide and made of pure muscle. His accent was thick when he spoke Standard, declaring his name. Yokin received his fight time and moved along. I bounced on the balls of my feet a bit as I watched him leave. I hoped he wasn’t my first opponent.
Then we all moved forward one place.
The fighting pits were down a long stretch off the enormous atrium, past some dark alleys, and near a few mining tunnels. Metals were mined on Panthera as part of their main business. The asteroid allowed for all sorts of work such as buying and trading. Despite being so close to the borders the spaceport was an independent contractor.
“Next,” the person taking new applicants called over the roar of the crowd inside the pits.
As soon as I’d woken up I’d requested a different staff member from the hotel to work with. Then I’d typed out a decryption program to start working on Ryojin’s plex, I needed the answers he’d hidden on there. Once the decryption was underway I’d made my way to the fighting arena, as good a place as any to try and make some cash. There hadn’t been many people wandering the spaceport so early and I was grateful. Tiberius stayed in the hotel room while I signed up for a fight. He could leave as soon as I’d found a few good paths for him to take where he could avoid being seen.
I crossed my arms and tapped my foot. The sign up process took way longer than I wanted. Raucous laughter broke through the low chatter around me and I glanced over my shoulder at the source. There was a bar next to the fighting arena called The Pits, a little on the nose, but as I looked up I saw a ratty hotel above the bar. The lights of the sign flickered. It was decrepit compared to the five-star hotel I was currently in. We all shuffled forward another spot and my mind wandered back to the decryption program.
I’d been able to find a pattern in one of Ryojin’s encryptions thanks to my amped up brain. I set the program up to run through his plex, attacking Ryojin’s code. I didn’t expect immediate results. Not with his level of paranoia, but maybe in a few days I could open a file. In the meantime I’d work on finding the pattern for the next folder and so on. Ryojin never taught me the encryption he used on his own files, but he did teach me how to learn whatever I needed as well as recognize and process patterns to my advantage. I simply had to extrapolate.
Working on his plex, I was reminded of him at every turn. I’d flipped through his programs and files while I ate breakfast. It wasn’t only his work on there, but his private interests and his personality permeated every part. He’d had the plex for years and it showed. I had thought Ryojin and I had been friends, weird as the situation was. We’d gotten along great and had spent so much time together after my lessons simply hanging out in the lounge…I missed him more than I cared to admit and it hurt to be reminded of his betrayal. It ached with a raw intensity deep in my chest.
I couldn’t help but wonder how much of our friendship was faked and how much was real. The time we’d spent watching his favorite show on the couch in the officer’s lounge, laughing at the crude jokes. Had he been pretending? My brain couldn’t process the magnitude of manipulation. Yeah the guy had brainwashed me, but some of our relationship had been real and there was a bottomless hole whenever I thought of how much I’d lost.
“Next!”
Fighting would keep me in shape. It would help me build connections. Fighting would also distract me from the tiny bar as it slowly filled, indicating each layer of encryption as it fell away and I became that much closer to the truth. I hated how much I missed the bastard.
“Next!”
Stepping all the way to the small and worn table where names were taken, I cleared my throat and studied the man. He was definitely not human, but slightly humanoid. He wore a mask over his face with tubes leading to a case on his back. It looked like scuba gear, but from the look of the liquid it wasn’t oxygen he breathed. His skin was almost teal in color and shiny and his eyes were like a fish. There was a speaker attached to the apparatus translating his words.
“Human?” he asked me.
I nodded and wondered what would happen if someone simply pulled the tubes from his pack.
He arched a non-existent brow and looked me up and down. I crossed my arms, feeling violated somehow. “I don’t know if you saw the Selachimorpha,” he said. “But I would advise against entering.”
I assumed he meant the seven foot tall guy who looked like he could crush anything. It annoyed me he figured he knew better than I. Oh, the poor human who lacked the ability to do anything.
There were times when I understood the Federation’s drive to enhance humanity and to give us all a fighting chance against the vast majority of stronger species out there. This was one of those moments. “It’s my life,” I told him with a shrug. “What do you care if I die?” It wasn’t even worth the argument.
I think he narrowed his eyes. His skin was so tight it was difficult to tell. Then he shrugged. “It is of no concern to me.” His apparatus buzzed as something didn’t translate right. “It is in my job description to dissuade guaranteed deaths from suicide.”
For chrissakes. “I bet you a thousand credits I survive two matches.” I stuck out my arm and even smiled. These aliens were in for a rude awakening. Not all humans were as strong as me, but maybe if I beat a few of them they’d stop talking so much shit.
He smiled and I nearly stepped back as my heart leapt into my throat. He had the teeth of a deep sea creature; long, sharp, and too big for his mouth. They were magnified by the glass of the apparatus. “Deal.” He clasped my arm and stood. “Name?”
Might as well give them a show while I was at it. “Marie Anami,” I said with a wink. He held out his plex, clearly not amused. They could all go fuck themselves. I signed with a flourish, received my fight time for later the same day and whirled around. I was an idiot with a death wish. Element of surprise was everything and I looked like a weak, human girl. It would only work once so I almost hoped he paired me with that Selach-thing.
I turned away from the pit master and scanned the businesses around the pits. There were a few errands I needed to run before heading back to Kuroyu to check out. I hoped they’d give me a refund for the month the doctor had booked me. It simply wasn’t a good idea to stay there after the incident with the rebellion recruiters. If the rebellion didn’t try to take me out they might report me to higher ups and I wondered how high up it would go. Would Kris find out I was on Panthera?
My eyes roved over the potential opponents in the line behind me before settling on the bar I’d scoped out. Making my way towards the rat hole I wrinkled my nose. The Pits looked like it tried to emulate its name. The windows were blacked out and the metal storefront was grungy compared to the shiny stores I’d seen after my initial landing. Picking my way around some garbage I pulled on the door. I stood in the doorway for a split-second until my eyes adjusted to the dim light, and then searched for a bartender or wait staff. There were a few sad-looking souls sitting at the bar with their head in their hands and a drink in front of them. No one sat in the booths and there didn’t seem to be a bartender. I stepped around a few tables and made it to the bar, leaning forward to peer around the corner. Maybe they were in the bathroom.
“What can I get you?” a small voice asked.
Shocked I’d missed them I turned towards the voice and then found the source standing on a box behind the bar. His head was barely above the counter. I must have missed him walking up. His skin had green freckles everywhere and his eyes were a grass-green, but his hair was a sapphire blue. He blinked. Twice. Two sets of eyelids.
“Uh, I wanted to know about the rooms for rent?” I couldn’t look away. He was so little and kind of adorable. He glared at me as if he could read my thoughts. I stilled. Maybe he could. I slammed my mental barriers up and gave him a look. A black, forked tongue slipped out and licked his lips. Or he could smell my emotions with his tongue. I had no idea, but I needed to be more careful.
“Can I get you a drink?” he asked instead of answering my question.
Was this a culture thing? “I guess a beer,” I replied. Hoping we had the same definition for beer.
The small man yelled back in a foreign language as he poured me a glass. There was a black tattoo on the inside of his arm. I focused my eyes and the familiar shape of the black jaguar sharpened. A small woman came out yelling back at him in the same language and carrying a huge box. She slammed it on the counter and I winced as glass rattled.
He set the beer in front of me and I took a sip as I watched them over the top of my glass. The beer was cold and delicious. They yelled some more and then he bent down and gave her a kiss on the cheek. Other than the tongue flick it wasn’t any different than a human couple’s interactions.
“What kind of room are you looking for?” the bartender demanded, turning back to me.
“Long term, good-sized, and private.” I set my credits on the counter. “I’ll pay in advance.” His eyes widened and he made to snatch them off the bar. My hand slammed down over them. “After I see the room and you give me my key.”
He grumbled something under his breath but there was a new sense of respect as he tried to move my hand and couldn’t. The little bugger was strong. Way stronger than I had anticipated, but not strong enough. “Follow me,” he finally said.
I smiled wide.
***
The Kuroyu hadn’t been pleased when I asked for the money back. They only gave it to me after I threatened to let Tiberius loose. A quarter of the money from the fancy hotel paid for the room I was in now for two whole months as well as all the new clothes I’d bought from them. After all that I still had more than half of the money left. Kuroyu was ridiculously overpriced. Dr. Wallace was out of his damn mind for setting me up there in the first place.
My new room was much smaller than the last one but Tiberius didn’t seem to care. He lounged across the grubby couch and watched me go through all my stuff. I’d grabbed clothes from Kuroyu’s closet I thought I could use, plus some shoes I’d found, and then as many toiletries as I could stuff into my bag. The coffee went in there too along with a set of dishes. I wasn’t about to trust whatever may come out of the bar. I’d be making my own food if I didn’t like the meals served.
Tiberius had followed me back to The Pits without incident. I’d made sure the route was one mostly hidden in shadow. Later we would go through the surrounding area so he was familiar with where he could and could not go. I didn’t want anyone getting any ideas about him, thinking they could simply take him or try to eat him. Conversely I didn’t want there to be an incident and then a dead body they could track back to me.
Screams from the fighting pits made their way through my window and it distracted me enough I stomped across the room and slammed the window shut. Tiberius grumped. He’d had his nose in the air, tasting all the smells since we arrived.
The fighting pit floor didn’t look solid. From the window it looked like some type of gravel or sand and I’d need sensible shoes. I looked over my options. Blood stains would be less noticeable on darker fabric. Red would work. I grabbed the top and then tossed it aside at the last second. It was too bright for me at the moment. I picked up a long-sleeve black shirt that felt silky and light. I slipped it on. I turned towards the stained and cracked mirror. It was tight along the top half and then flowed out from the waist in gauzy pieces that glittered like the night sky. 
Then I grabbed a pair of leather pants. They would help protect my skin and fluids could be wiped off of them. I slipped them on and then stretched. A few moves in them and I knew they were perfect. There was enough give they wouldn’t hinder any movement. I grabbed the boots Ryojin had given me as I contemplated what else I needed. The boots were perfect, but a constant reminder.
Maybe I should be reminded with every step I took of the general’s manipulation and betrayal. I was disgusted with myself. Shoving the boots on, I slammed the buckles down harder than necessary. I should have known better, but there was something about Ryojin, it drew me to him and held me close. Even before he’d started his brainwashing I’d felt it; as if we were some kind of kindred souls.
My plex chimed. I picked up some more of the leather-like material that matched my boots and crossed the room to the desk. I tapped the surface. The display popped up in 3D and I watched as I put on the leather harness over the shirt. Buckling it into place felt right. The weight settled over my chest comfortably. The leather covered my shoulders in an intricate design and went down, in between my breasts to cover my sternum and met with the wide piece around my waist to protect my squishy organs.
I leaned forward with my elbows resting on the chair. I’d spent my morning searching possible channels the rebels used for communication after getting settled in. There was a channel buried under all the crap transmitting through the air, so innocuous I would never know it was there unless I looked for it.
It was heavily encrypted of course but it was encryption Ryojin had taught me to crack with my eyes closed. The decryptor took only a few tweaks and in a few hours I should have access to all of their communications. I wanted to know exactly what the rebellion was fighting the Federation for and why. Kris was my twin, but it didn’t mean I had to blindly support all of his endeavors and this particular one was huge. I had to know what I was getting involved in after the incident with Mei.
I checked my holovid. The channel streamed the fights constantly and it was almost my turn. As I French braided one side of my hair back my brain recorded the fights, the various different species, how they fought and how they lost. Everything was filed away for me to use later and thanks to Ryojin I knew how to access it as needed. It almost wasn’t fair for me to fight.
There was bound to be someone who could beat me, but how long would it take to find one? I tied off the braid and left the rest of my curls to fall naturally, covering one side of my face. I wanted to make sure no one could recognize me while creating a fighting persona the people could love. I checked my bright blue contacts in the mirror and decided I needed some war paint.
This is a stupid idea, Wolfe’s voice washed over me.
I looked up into the mirror and saw him standing behind me. He wasn’t actually there. It was my subconscious warning me I was about to put myself in a situation where I might actually die. I shrugged at Wolfe and looked down at the black box in my hand.
My makeup device had a thousand different options and it took seconds for me to find the right one. With a click the makeup settled over my face. The thick, black eyeliner added to my disguise and I didn’t even recognize myself. There was a small black symbol painted on my forehead, right between my eyes and it was perfect; an upside-down triangle.
Remember you favor your left side, Wolfe told me. I watched him cross the room in the mirror. I didn’t turn to look since I knew the room was empty. Only the mirror showed me what my mind wanted me to see. Don’t hold back either. With a wink he disappeared and I sighed.
The material for my hands sat in a pile on my bed. The only protection to my fists I was allowed. I started wrapping my hands as I watched the current fight. The black fabric stretched over my knuckles and I tied it off. Flexing my fingers, I started on the next hand. This fight wasn’t going to be easy, but I could use the challenge. My body needed to stay fit. There was no doubt in my mind Ryojin would eventually find me. It was only a question of when. My fingers traced the non-existent scar where the trackers had been. My hand shook as I stared blankly out my window. I almost wanted him to find me and the thought terrified me.
Wolfe’s voice soothed me. You are allowed to miss him, kitty Kat, you didn’t know it was all pretend. For you it was real. A nickname my brother used. Another tell it was my subconscious and not the real deal. Why my mind wanted to torture me was beyond me. These superhuman powers were a dick. Couldn’t have picked anyone else in the universe.
Finished wrapping my wrists and hands I focused on the current fight. I winced as the loser fell to the floor, stabbed with one of the winner’s spikes running along its spine. The spikes contained poison and since it was a natural part of the fighter’s genetic makeup it wasn’t illegal. I filed the bit of information away and my thoughts whizzed back and forth as strategies popped up. It was difficult to keep up with my own mind sometimes and it exhausted me. There were times though when I was grateful for the ability. It would help keep me alive.
Marie Anami was announced as the next contender and butterflies lit a fire in my stomach. It was now or never.
***
I clenched my fingers into a fist, released, and then shook them out. My eyes stayed on the huge Selachimorpha in front of me. He pounded his fists together and the floor underneath me vibrated. I noted each hand had only three huge fingers instead of humanity’s five. How did he manage a keyboard or a plex?
The roar of the crowd demanded my blood.
Adrenaline boiled through my veins in response. I had spent the last few months becoming some kind of Federation assassin. I could beat this one guy in one-on-one combat, right? When the bell clanged to signal the start of the fight I flinched. My knees bent automatically and I crouched in a defensive position with my fists up and ready. Mine wouldn’t be the only blood staining the floor today. He roared and I felt it in my bones; charging right at me like a thundering rhino. Under the surface of my thoughts I felt myself going through math equations, various scenarios, and outcomes all in the blink of an eye and I settled on one.
I held my ground and the fans screamed their approval.
At the last second I stepped to the side, ducking under his wide-reaching arms. He crashed into the wall and benches collapsed from the force. He shook his head and turned back to face me. I’d done some quick research and his species didn’t have many weaknesses. Their eyes were small for their head and most were near-sighted to some degree. There were a few blind spots I could work with, but to win I had to knock him unconscious or kill him and I didn’t want to kill him. No matter what Ryojin had taught me, no matter what he had turned me into.
The only way to knock a Selachimorpha unconscious was to hit a certain spot on the back of their nearly non-existent necks. My own neck ached as it craned so I could get a good look at him. I’d have to climb him like a goddamn tree to get anywhere close. Then I wondered if I was even strong enough to knock him out?
There was nothing else I could use to hit the spot hard enough. He swung at me and I jumped over one fist as it tried to snatch at me and then ducked under the other as it came down like a sledgehammer. Grabbing one of his massive fingers I pulled myself up and ran up his arm as he tried to shake me off. His defense almost worked too but I leapt at the last second and wrapped my arms around his neck, using the momentum to swing myself up and around until I sat on his shoulders like a child at a parade. My legs locked around his throat tightly. He thrashed around but I squeezed my thighs together as hard as I could and focused on the weak spot. Thank god for a photographic memory. I pulled back my arm and smashed my fist into the tiny spot, the memory of the article I’d read layered over it like a hologram.
He shuddered and stopped thrashing around.
I hesitated. Had I managed it on the first try? He shook himself like a wet dog and I nearly lost my balance. I clutched him to stay on and brought my arm back again; letting go of the restraint I normally put on my strength and punched him as hard as I could. The bones in my knuckles gave and the pain was sharp as knives, but he stumbled forward and fell to his knees with a massive crash.
As he pitched forward I stepped down and my feet hit the gravel with perfect timing. I turned and looked at his still form to make sure he was really unconscious this time. The fighting pit was dead silent and for a second I panicked.
Oh god I hoped I hadn’t killed him. How did I check if he was still alive again? I knelt next to his lifeless form and sifted through the memories of what I’d read on his species. His chest heaved and I could hear him take a breath. I nearly collapsed with relief.
The announcer named me as the winner, my fake name sounding strange to my ears. He came down and lifted an arm in victory. There was an awkward silence before the entire stadium erupted in cheers. I was their new victor, their new god until the next fight where I no doubt would be crushed. I smiled for a brief second and reveled in the rush of adrenaline. It felt good to be the one still standing, to receive the money they handed me, and to know I’d be getting more from that asshole recruiter after I won the second round.
I was everything Ryojin had made me into and more.
***
I survived three fights the first day and won all three of them. My legs were rubbery when I left the arena after the third match and I stumbled to the bar across the way. My hand was pressed to my side to hold my skin together long enough for it to heal. I’d won, but only just. Collapsing onto a barstool I lifted my hand and peered down to inspect the damage. Blood was everywhere.
The healing tingle had already started and the skin would be closed up in a few hours. The damage to my kidney would take some time though. It probably wasn’t a good idea to drink. Fuck it. I had superhuman healing powers or whatever, might as well take advantage of them. “Can I get a beer?” I called out over the yells from the patrons watching the current fight on the holovids. I plunked down the credits from the recruiter who wasn’t as smug the second time we’d met. I had enough to pay back Dr. Wallace, buy necessities for the next month, and then some. “And then a drink for everyone else here.”
They all stared at me. My hair was a mess and my blood dripped to the floor. Only two other humans were in the bar and suddenly I felt small, vulnerable, and stupid. Ryojin would have been pissed, ‘Tactical error this, and blood everywhere that.’ My blood is too precious in his opinion but he wasn’t there and I could do whatever the hell I wanted. I expected them to attack, but they all left me alone after raising their glasses in thanks. The underside of the world was never as scary as everyone made it out to be. I should have known. It was the world I’d been a part of before losing five hundred years to an experiment and cryostasis.
I saluted them with the beer the bartender sat in front of me and drank with my left hand. My right was too busy holding my side together. “Can I borrow your plex?” I asked him, looking around the bar to make sure his wife wasn’t there. I tossed him a 100 credit piece and he handed over an old and clunky-looking thing with the bar’s logo on it. I sent a message to Rose so I could give her the credits from The Pits and slid it back.
My work for the day was done.
I peeked under my fingers and decided I could have a few more drinks before checking on my decryption program. When my side finally started to itch I’d had two beers and the wounds were pretty much closed. I paid my tab and made my way upstairs to my room.
Tiberius hopped in through the window as I unlocked the door and I made a face at him. “Not causing too much trouble I hope?” He huffed and flopped on the bed. All over the clean clothes I hadn’t bothered to put away. I peeled off the blood and sweat soaked harness and top. The boots and leather pants were next. Everything lay in a nasty pile on the floor. I’d have to replace the top and send the rest out to the cleaners before my next fight.
After a quick shower my comfy sweats went on and I grabbed a bottle of water from the cold box. Then I plopped in my desk chair. The passcode and a scan of my hand brought up the program but there was no slowly rising percentage. No, the program was finished and had successfully cracked the encryption of the first file from the looks of it.
I took a sip of water and leaned forward. My fingers gripped the desk harder than necessary. I swiped through the encryption data to the actual folder. The buzz from the beer made me feel lightheaded and I drug my fingers through my wet hair. I was afraid to see what I already knew was there. Nerves flitted through me as I wondered exactly how deep Ryojin’s betrayal went. All I had to do was click and stop being a coward.
My finger hovered over the icon and I pressed it before I could change my mind. The first folder opened and twenty-five different documents popped up. One for each week I’d spent with him. Opening the first one I chewed on my lip, the water forgotten in my hand. There were a hundred other folders, but this one was his journal of sorts.
My eyes scanned the first document and as I read my fingers grew lifeless. The bottle of water slipped from them, falling to the floor and splattering everything. Every single word was like a knife being plunged into my body and it hurt worse than the poisoned spikes from my last fight, the fight where I should have died.
From day one he’d worked to gain my trust for the sole purpose of turning me against myself. It was right there – ‘assault on Katerina’s identity,’ Subtle, but digging comments about who I was and what I was doing. It didn’t hurt his endeavor I had no true identity to begin with. Being a part of the Wolfegang crew was no longer part of who I was when he met me.
The first two weeks weren’t so bad. His intentions were clear in his words, but he admired me and wanted to work with me for the potential he saw. It made me feel warm to know that, but immediately I felt shame at the glow of pride. I was still conditioned to desire his approval. It hurt my brain to try and figure out how much of the desire was my own and how much of it he had instilled in me.
Ryojin had used Wolfe’s death to his advantage. He never outright said it was my fault he had died, but he had mentioned a few times to me about how if Wolfe was cooperative and listened to me it never would have happened. How if I had been stronger emotionally and physically I would have better leadership skills, never mind Wolfe was still my captain. It had hurt to be reminded his death was my fault at the time, but I’d agreed with Ryojin and I still did. There had to be something I could have done even if it was getting over the shock and taking action. I could have shot Donnelly before he gave the order, or even the weapons master of his ship. I’d been weak. Instead of doing something, I’d watched it happen.
I wanted to grab the plex or the desk and throw it until it all shattered into a million pieces. Shoving up from my chair I wrapped my fingers around my glass instead. My grip was so tight and my anger ran so furiously through me it shattered in my hand before I could throw it. Blood dripped on the already stained floor.
Tossing the pieces of glass I ignored the splatter of my blood on the walls and the floor. The cuts would disappear shortly. The sting of pain was only temporary. My chest heaved with each breath and I couldn’t lock down the anger. It needed an outlet and I couldn’t fight until the next day. I screamed in frustration and ripped down the curtains from my window, shredding the fabric as I paced the room. I’d been so desperate for a friend, for a lifeline in that godforsaken place I’d latched on to the first strong person who showed me an ounce of kindness.
My weakness ruined me once again. The shredded cloth fell to the floor. Tiberius watched me stalk back and forth; looking for something else I could get my hands on. The vase smashed into the wall and the tinkle of ceramic mixed with the glass of the cup and crunched under my feet. His chin rested on his paws and he watched with his eyes half-lidded, used to my moods.
The document went on to describe the weaknesses of my character and where exactly Ryojin could exploit them. What infuriated me the most was I agreed with his assessment. He knew exactly where I was most vulnerable and even though I hadn’t trusted him I’d hoped for an ally of sorts.
My fist slammed into the mirror and a crater of cracks formed around my knuckles. The cracks splintered through the glass, popping and clinking but it didn’t shatter like I wanted. I couldn’t even do that right. It was simply broken, like I was. I slumped to the ground in a heap, covered my face, and let myself cry. Not just tears, but big wracking sobs that might tear me to pieces.
The cracks in my soul widened and it was intolerable. It was a strange type of heartbreak. Not the same heartbreak I’d felt when I thought I’d lost my brother forever, or when I watched Wolfe die. It was a deep rending of my heart. Ryojin had been the one to pull me out of the darkness and give me a purpose again. He was someone I thought I could confide in; a companion, and a teacher. His betrayal hurt worse than when I learned of Kevin’s death. I’d trusted him and he knew my deepest darkest secrets.
It was a hurt layered upon all the others and my heart and soul couldn’t heal the same way my skin and bones could. The blood from my hand was still wet but the cuts were gone. I let myself cry and feel sorry for myself. Tiberius padded over and butted his head under my arm and then crawled into my lap. My arms wrapped around his neck as I buried my face in his fur. I could never be truly alone if I had him.
If only I could forget the feelings I still had for Ryojin, maybe I could heal. But there was still a large part of me that wanted to go back to him, a part of me that still wanted his approval and pride. I wanted him in my life again and for things to go back to the way they were before I knew he’d brainwashed me. He’d been like a best friend and never once had I doubted him.
How could I trust myself now?



Chapter Twenty-One
 
The days passed in a blur as I spent my time fighting. If I wasn’t fighting I worked on writing new decryption programs. When I needed a break I went down to the bar to listen to the people talk. After every fight I bought them all drinks. And with each win the crowd of people grew. After winning thirteen matches straight the entire spaceport started to show up for one of my fights. At the very least they’d stream it on their holovids. Each fight the pit masters paid me more as my popularity grew, but all I wanted was a fight, a challenge, and something to keep my mind off of the irrefutable fact I was stuck in limbo until I could break the general’s control over me.
When I was finished in the arena for the day I would spend some time in the bar and drink. Everyone knew whenever I fought I’d buy a round for anyone around. I’d gathered quite the following since word of free booze spreads fast. There were people who I couldn’t remember, promising me things I could never want or use. So instead of objects I subtly started asking for information until I had a small group of people who would bring me some new tidbit whenever they could.
The people on Panthera started to call me Shino-neko. Roughly translated it meant ‘cat of death’ or ‘death cat.’ I thought it was hilarious since they unknowingly made a play on my name, but I also heard the whispered rumors about Tiberius. No one had actually seen him in person, but they could hear him in my rooms as he prowled above the bar. On occasion someone would catch him watching from the shadows when I was out and about. His eyes would catch the light and reflect it back to them. He terrified everyone. I adored the attention and their pet name for me.
It was petty and stupid, but a large part of me still needed to feel accepted and wanted. I thought I’d managed to overcome it while on Enzo, but after Ryojin’s betrayal it was all too obvious I’d simply covered up the weakness and the general had taken advantage of it.
After the bar closed I’d stumble up the stairs, drunk and disoriented. The alcohol helped dull the constant processing of information and the strain the intense thinking caused. I didn’t really care about the chances some person had of hurting me when he simply wanted to know what drink I wanted (sixty-two percent). I certainly didn’t care to think about the chances of betrayal a person was capable of (eighty-six percent). It was depressing.
All the info I collected from my admirers went into my vambrace. There were a few doctors who seemed promising aside from Dr. Wallace. It couldn’t hurt to have more than one genius looking into my particular problem. In the meantime all I could do was wait around for answers and slowly make my way through Ryojin’s plex, opening a new file took so much time. I’d only been able to open two so far; a total of thirty documents.
I woke up that morning with a killer hangover and stumbled over to the bathroom where the amazing little pills were. They were a million times better than ibuprofen. All my physical advantages and I still got hangovers. Go figure. The water washed away some of the fuzz in my mouth. I desperately needed to clean my teeth.
Every time I read through one of Ryojin’s documents a part of me cracked and crumbled into tiny pieces I didn’t think I’d ever put back together again. He had been my mentor and my friend, but every time I read his notes on a moment I thought we’d connected and bonded; it hadn’t been real. He’d done it for his own endeavors. Like the times he had talked with me about Wolfe; it was to have me move on from him so I could focus on Ryojin’s tasks, not to actually help me. That was one of the harder ones to swallow. The two of them had been friends, or so I’d thought. It felt like a betrayal to not only me, but to Wolfe as well.
My plex pinged with a new message and I squinted at it from across the room. I only had a few more hours until my next fight. I popped the little teeth-cleaning candy into my mouth and felt it fizzle with a strange type of minty-ness. I still preferred a toothbrush, but they were difficult to find. I didn’t remember agreeing to the match, but I had to show up. It probably should bother me I couldn’t recall talking to the pit master, but it didn’t. It didn’t matter to me who I might fight next. I didn’t care my odds of losing rose statistically with each match. If Enzo had taught me anything it was how much I loved punishment.
A knock on my door brought my head up when I leaned over the sink and tried not to throw up the weird mint foam. The pounding in my head already started to recede and food would help even more. I crossed the room slowly and opened my door. The tiny little bartender handed me a tray of food. I took it and muttered my thanks. The bartender eyed the giant bowl of raw meat, trying to peer around me, but Tiberius wasn’t in sight.
I bared my teeth in a poor example of a smile. He quickly backed up and snatched the credits in my outstretched hand. He knew better, but curiosity was a strong drug. Activating the door’s ‘close’ function with my foot as I turned, I made my way over to my desk and set down the tray. The bowl of meat went next to my chair and Tiberius crawled out from under the bed; his favorite place to hide since it was always dark under there. His feet were silent as he padded over to me.
My hand rested on the cub’s shoulders as he ate and I opened up the computer, pulling up files and flicking them here and there until I found what I wanted. It was one of the last of Ryojin’s notes from the first file I’d opened. I hadn’t even gotten to the science part of his brainwashing yet. It was slow work, and the most dangerous part was I had no idea if what I tried to do to undo the mind control worked. I’d have to test it, and the thought made my stomach roil.
The general had marked the dates in his pseudo-journal. The document was written during our mission on Earth. Ryojin went on about how my grief at Wolfe’s death was inconvenient, but perhaps seeing his parents would help me. He took a gamble on whether I would tell them the truth and was pleased when I didn’t. It made me rethink everything I’d done since leaving the Wolfegang. Parts of Ryojin’s notes I couldn’t remember and parts I remembered vividly. His lessons on the rebellion were crystal clear; the Jaguarundi was in the wrong per the general, no matter what.
The general wove lies with truth and now I had to sit here and untangle it all. Was the rebellion actually in the wrong? Was the Federation right for its experiments on willing human subjects? Wolfe had sworn an oath and then he’d gone back on it. I needed to find out where the truth was and it felt impossible since no one would give me straight answers. Wolfe couldn’t tell me anything anymore. He was dead.
I laid my head on the desk and the hologram stuttered at the interruption. It had been a little over a week. And all I’d learned on Panthera was the Jaguarundi’s dealings on the spaceport, the ships it ran, and the destinations. I knew of almost all the rebel members on the spaceport, who was ignorant of their existence, and who simply tolerated them for the money.
It was no small amount of information, but I still didn’t have the correct pieces to make a decision. Was Kris doing the right thing, or was he putting countless lives in danger? The intel I’d gathered didn’t tell me how many casualties there were, or why they even fought in the first place. The genetically engineered humans seemed to be in the center of it all, but that couldn’t be it. Humans were not the only members of the rebellion and finding that out had been the most interesting. Why were these aliens fighting against the Federation, what did they have to gain from it all?
I ate my breakfast and dressed for my fight. I couldn’t afford to lose a match; I needed the freedom and contacts it gave me as well as the credits to help fund my brain research. Tiberius followed me out the window as we made our way to the pits. The cub would watch me from the shadows while I tried not to accidentally kill another one of my opponents.
It had already happened twice.
Now I knew better. I made it a point to research every species I could find on the database so I didn’t make any more mistakes. How was I supposed to know if I burst one of the bubbles on his head his brain would explode from the oxygen? The fight had ended quickly and I’d had to burn everything the brain matter touched. It was hard to forget the way the light simply vanished from his orb-like blue eyes. It had been an accident. The horror that ran through me at the announcement of his death was a shock. He hadn’t deserved to die.
The second time it happened was less of an accident and more me losing control of my anger and my strength. She’d goaded me and knew there was a chance I’d snap. People talked and I listened to the gossip. They knew there was something broken about me. They could see it and I no longer tried to hide how messed up I was. What was the point when the sole reason I was on Panthera was the slim chance Dr. Wallace might help me crack Ryojin’s brainwashing and conditioning?
It didn’t even take a minute to make it from my room to the arena. The sand-like grit on the ground crunched under my feet and I waited in the dark tunnel before the announcements. The crowd in the stands above me was already feverish and loud. The personal message from the pit master this morning had politely requested I drag the fight out a bit this time since I only had one fight scheduled for the day. I raked my fingers through my hair and twisted it up into a messy knot, securing it out of my eyes and face. Maybe I would lose this time.
I almost hoped I would.
The crowd began to stomp their feet in anticipation and it all reminded me of some gladiator-type bloodlust. My opponent was in the tunnel across the pit from me. I didn’t know who it was, but I knew they were there. I could practically feel their eyes on me. I pounded my fists together as my blood began to boil and I let it burn bright. Anger is what kept me going; anger and hatred. I’d fix what the general did to me and then use everything he ever taught me to tear him limb from limb.
There was a crackle as the announcer got on the mike. His words were meaningless as he described the fighters and I blocked him out to focus. When my nickname reached me I stepped out into the bright lights of the arena.
“Shinoooooooooo-nekooooooo!”
The screams were wild and shrill as they called for me. My name on their lips spurred my adrenaline and I stalked out of my tunnel, arms in the air as I turned in a slow circle. I tried to ignore the wicked fast notations and logging in my brain of faces, species, gender, potential threats and non-threats. It was useful, but I could never mentally check out. Only when I fought or drank could I drown out the mental noise.
I didn’t even hear the name of my opponent. The sound of their feet on the gravel made me turn. The fight barely lasted more than a few minutes. The pit master wasn’t pleased, but it was difficult to keep the crowd interested if I looked bored, and god was I. I’d have to speak to him about matching me with opponents who actually had a chance.
My eyes caught on a pair – a man and a woman – as they left the crowd and followed me back to the bar. They kept far enough away a normal person would never notice, but I clocked them. The man broke off from the woman and disappeared before I entered the bar with her right on my tail.
I sat in my usual booth and ordered a few drinks. It was a little early, but I wanted to find out what the woman wanted. My eyes inspected her as she approached. I noticed the clearly visible rebel tattoo on her arm and then knew what she was after. The rebellion had waited long enough to reach out to me a second time. It appeared they were ready to try again.
It didn’t shock me a Sarmatian was a rebel at all. The stripping of their culture and rights would be reason enough to join the Jaguarundi. For a split second she looked exactly like Celeste the way the dim light hit her hair and internally I panicked, searching her face for the little things. The small details were hard to fake and when I looked closer I saw her blonde was a shade more yellow than Celeste’s and her purple eyes a bit darker.
A sigh of relief escaped me when I confirmed she was a real person and not another figment of my imagination. The drinks appeared at my table and I downed the first one. I missed Celeste in my own weird way. We’d finally gotten closer; maybe even made it to ‘friend’ status before shit went down. Had she kept her promise and given Brisingamen to Alva? I also missed Alva.
When she paused at my table I waved my hand to indicate she should sit down. A nod to the bartender and a cheer went up as he announced a free round on the ‘death cat.’ Only a second later drinks from the fans appeared on the table and I pushed one towards the woman as she sat.
“You fought well today,” she told me, picking up the drink in front of her.
I nodded, annoyed with the pleasantries. “What’s your name?” I asked.
“Diana,” she replied, taking a careful sip of her drink.
I finished the fireball I had and started on the next one. A fruity favorite of mine one of the patrons had gifted me. “Well Diana, no one drugged your drink. They wouldn’t dare.”
She grinned at me. “Actually I was worried your taste in alcohol is as terrible as your taste in extracurricular activities.”
“It’s only terrible if I lose,” I reminded her, taking a long sip.
She eyed my face which was still bruised and a bit swollen. The alcohol slowed down my healing as well which was necessary at times. How would I explain to her the perfect skin after only an hour or two? My body was too busy trying to metabolize the alcohol to heal something so small. It made drinking as much as I did almost necessary.
“Well those look like they hurt,” she noted. “Are you going to stitch up the cuts?”
I shrugged, keeping it non-committal. “It’ll be fine,” I said. “You’ve been watching me for a while.” Her and the man she was normally with.
Diana shrugged and took another sip of her beer. “Perhaps.”
I rolled my eyes. “Don’t play coy. I’ve seen the two of you in the crowd each time I fight in the arena.”
She arched a brow at the attitude in my tone. “Fine, yes I have been watching you.”
“Because of this.” I tapped her tattoo with a finger and then finished the rest of my drink. I started to feel a bit fuzzy. There were two more glasses sitting on the table. The math ran through my head before I could stop it and I knew I’d have to drink at least three more based on my height, body weight, and metabolism to slow me down enough. And give me the courage to go upstairs and read through more of Ryojin’s files. Seven more drinks if I wanted to be an average human.
Diana’s eyes narrowed as she watched me reach for the next drink on the table. “Exactly how much do you plan on drinking?”
It was a terrible coping method, but alcohol was all I had at the moment. “As much as I do every day,” I told her. “I’m sure you already know since you’ve been spying on me.” I grinned and tipped the glass back. “The recruiters tell you about me?” The condensation on the glass dripped onto the plastic table. I dipped a fingertip into the small puddle and swirled it around. I’d figured they wouldn’t leave me alone after the unfortunate altercation with Mei. What exactly they wanted from me now was a mystery.
“They did send me,” Diana replied. “I apologize for Mei’s behavior. It was unfortunate she was the one to meet with you.”
I waved my hand at her like I would an obnoxious, buzzing fly. “You’re only here because I keep winning in the pits and now they want me to join up with your little rebellion.” Of my brother’s, but I wasn’t about to say it out loud. The alcohol had started to settle warmly in my belly. I needed to be careful with my words. I tended to say things when I was drunk I thought were safely in my head.
She leaned forward and the earnest look in her eyes made me blink. I wanted to ask if she knew Celeste, but what were the chances? Assuming all Sarmatians knew each other would be racist…speciest? Was that even a word? “We think you could be a huge asset to the Jaguarundi, and it’s no small rebellion,” she told me. Her tone was full of worship and rapture. She truly believed their way was the best and only way.
I downed the rest of the drink and started on the next one. “No thank you.” I had meant what I’d said to the last recruiters. Not going to Kris to join up was a mistake. These people had no idea what they were dealing with.
Diana’s eyes flicked away for only a second but I caught the movement in my peripheral and followed it to the man who’d disappeared. He made his way through the bar towards us and I knew this wouldn’t end well. I finished my last drink and wished I had more, but I didn’t. I could already feel the anger worm its way through my bones as I studied the man and the determination he had to make me listen.
I hated when people tried to force me to do things and I hated when they thought they could team up on me. Again, they had no idea what they were up against. The beer glass was loud against the table as I set it down. Slowly I stood, testing my equilibrium, noting where I lacked coordination, and made slight adjustments. “I’m not interested,” I told him. He was a Sarmatian male. The first I’d ever seen up close and I couldn’t help but admire his physique. My eyes travelled over him, assessing.
He splayed his hands out, palms up to try to placate me. “I only want to show you some of our work.”
“I said no!” My voice cracked through the bar like a whip and the reaction was instant. All conversations died on the lips around the room. Heads turned towards us and a few of my most loyal fans stood as well. This was my territory and I had the home team. They’d let me handle my own business, but they’d step in if need be.
For both of us.
I’d asked the ones I trusted more than others to make sure I didn’t hurt anyone past what they deserved. The drinking kept my abilities in check most of the time, but it also made it easier for me to let go of the tightly held control I had. When I hit ten drinks my body started to shut down and was a normal human again, with weaknesses and slow reaction times.
“Ares, let’s go,” Diana said quietly, her eyes darting around the room. She was the smart one. Slowly she stood and edged towards him, knowing how fast I could be if I wanted.
I let her go.
“No,” Ares said, crossing his arms. “She knows too much about us. She has to join.”
“Or what?” I asked. My voice was deadly quiet. It didn’t matter the words were barely above a whisper. You could hear a pin drop in the bar. “I don’t have to do anything Ares; you are no god of war.” I laughed, switching to Sarmatian. “I highly suggest you get your male in line, Diana.”
She paled as I mentioned one of her gods in her native language. Celeste had told me once their gods weren’t well known by outsiders. When an outsider called you out on your own culture it tended to shock.
“Ares,” Diana snapped. “We may be incorrect.” The Sarmatian words flowed smoothly and sweetly. It really was a beautiful language.
Ares didn’t like having his leash yanked back. I heard Tiberius growl a second before the tall, strong man moved towards me. Everyone started at the noise but I grinned. Tiberius’s warning made me focus. Ares didn’t plan to go down without a fight. My hand curled into a fist. Two fights in one day were definitely better than one. My left foot slid forward and I planted. He came at me like a battering ram but time slowed just a fraction. My hips shifted until I stood at a slight angle and I brought my arm back. As he stepped forward so did I, following through with my fist. My knuckles connected with his chest and the force of his attack brought his feet up as the rest of him stopped mid-step. He landed flat on his back, clotheslined. Celeste’s jaw dropped, but Ares was hardly fazed. No, not Celeste, Diana.
He grabbed my left foot, the one I’d planted, and yanked it out from underneath me. The air went out of my lungs as I landed on my butt next to him, laughing as I went down. I’d underestimated him. Maybe I did have ten drinks? I couldn’t remember exactly. Ares grabbed my arms and held me down. I bucked and flipped him up and over until I was the one holding him down. “Pinned ya,” I said with a smile.
The look on his face was clear. I was batshit crazy. When really, I simply operated in an entirely different world and no one truly understood anything I said.
My anger had dissipated once I’d realized how much fun it was to have to try again. I loved a good challenge. Ares rolled us both and I used his momentum against him so he was on the bottom again. “Pinned ya again.’” I laughed. Man, it was sad how little pop culture references meant anything anymore. Everyone was so literal.
His confusion made him slow. I brought up my knee right between his legs. I had to give him credit, he didn’t let go even though I could see how excruciating the pain was with the way his face contorted. “You will listen to me,” he ground through his teeth.
Instantly I was done playing.
My hand ached under his grip and I yanked it away from him, making him stumble. My fingers wrapped around his throat. I didn’t squeeze, but I did move him up and away. I slowly stood and lifted him. Ares’s eyes bulged at the obvious display of strength. I stood straight and then lifted him up farther until his toes barely touched the floor. “I don’t have to do anything,” I told him.
Ares swung and connected. His arms were longer than mine. My fingers flexed and squeezed on impulse as I stumbled and the cut on my eyebrow opened again. Blood ran down my face and into my mouth. It tasted bitter.
“Kat!”
A familiar voice broke through the haze of my instincts. I relaxed my fingers for a second and sighed. Ares slid to the ground when I released him. I looked over my shoulder towards the voice. Wolfe stood in the doorway of the bar. My sub-conscious was back. “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered and made my way towards the stairs to my room. It was time for me to take a nap. My rent had gone up after the first few fights and as long as I kept paying my little bartender friend, he never told me to leave despite the damage.
“Kat, wait!” A hand grabbed my arm and turned me around. I stared into his green eyes for a second.
“We both know you’re not real,” I told him. The blood still oozed from my face and I touched my fingers to it gingerly, feeling the damage. Then I flicked the blood at him. “I wish you would just leave me alone.”
The red drops landed. They glistened in the dim light.
Wait a minute.
What?
My knees gave out and strong arms caught me.



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
My fingers were curled in Tiberius’s fur. I cracked an eye open and immediately closed it against the bright light shining into my room from the arena. My head was fuzzy and I felt sick to my stomach. I stretched and tried not to groan as the bruises and dried blood strained.
I’d been fighting in the bar again. Damn, I should know better by now. The fighting pits were the only place I could fight without feeling guilty. At least the fighters there knew what they were getting into. I curled around Tiberius, soaking in his warmth. I remembered seeing Wolfe again before my memory went blank. I really wished my mind would stop torturing me by using him to communicate. He appeared in moments when I’d lost all control. He was my subconscious, the voice in my head telling me when I was being particularly stupid.
My door opened and footsteps made their way towards me. I slipped my hand under my pillow and grabbed my pulse pistol. No one should be able to access my room, not even the bartender who owned it. The hair on my arms prickled and I whipped the gun around. It pointed perfectly at the intruder’s heart.
The intruder put one hand up in surrender. “I’d put up both, but I’d spill the coffee,” he said. His rich, deep voice rumbled through me.
I searched his face, not believing my eyes. “Wolfe?” my voice trembled as I took him in. He stood a few feet away from me with a cup of coffee in his hand. The gun still pointed at his heart but my aim was off. My hand shook too much to hit the target. This wasn’t real, I reminded myself. “You’re not real,” I mumbled, rubbing my forehead with the gun still in my hand. It might be real, but it wasn’t Wolfe. If I said it out loud maybe it would kick my brain out of the lie. “You’re dead,” I told the stranger. “Now get out of my room before I let Tiberius eat you for dinner.” My eyes closed and I slid back down into the covers and pillows. The headache hurt too much to stay vertical. I kept the gun in my hand in case they wouldn’t leave. The smell of coffee grew stronger. I was too hungover for this shit.
I listened to the cup rattle slightly as he set it on my nightstand. The hot coffee was the only reason he was still alive. “Kris told me you were here. I’m sorry it took so long for me to find you,” he said.
My eyes flew open and my heart pounded. I studied him closely. The small things; the small things I had to remember. There was the golden fleck in his left eye among the deep green. Then I found the scar on his cheek like a phantom tear. My eyes studied the lines on his hands. “You’re alive,” I whispered. The weight of this new reality hit me so hard I couldn’t even move. I could do nothing but stare at him. The warm brown of his skin and the smell of sandalwood made me feel like I was home for the first time in a long time.
Tears pricked my eyes and he moved to wipe them away. “Of course,” Wolfe said. “I promised you.”
Months of feeling guilty, of wondering what I could have done differently and he was alive this entire time. Anger burbled up from deep within me, washing over any relief I felt and turning it bittersweet. It was all too much. How could he let me think he was dead all this time? What would I have done differently had I known?
My hand whipped out so fast the crack of the slap seemed delayed. Wolfe didn’t even move.
I hadn’t meant to slap him, it had just happened. I pushed up and jumped out of bed. Wolfe’s gorgeous green eyes widened in surprise and he straightened, fingers testing the skin where I’d struck him. I backed away, putting my bed between us as I felt the fury build, nerves coiled tight and my skin tingled. “You let me think you were dead!” The words ripped from my throat as my hands clenched and unclenched into fists. I had wept for him and he couldn’t be bothered to let me know?
Wolfe came around the bed towards me and the way he moved – the ripple of his muscles was so familiar. I had thought he was gone. Tears fell and I took another step back. “Don’t,” I told him, holding up a hand to keep him away. The anger, the grief, and the joy all fought inside me to get out and my entire body shook as I tried to regain control.
God he looked good. I couldn’t rip my eyes away from his no matter how much I wanted to lock myself in the bathroom and hide. Every curve of his face; the way his green eyes were nearly emerald, how his shirt fit his chest and showed off his impressive shoulders.
The captain watched me warily, his eyes flicked to my balled up hands. “Katerina,” Wolfe said softly. “I had no idea you would believe the ruse. Ricky said he would contact you to let you know it was all a ploy. I was never in the transport. It was a hologram.” His eyes held the kind of sadness I was all too familiar with: pity.
“He told you that so I would stay with Donnelly,” I snapped. “Don’t believe everything he says.” I hated myself for mentally pushing Ricky away all these months. It was my own fault, all of it, once again. My body needed an outlet for everything rushing through me. I turned and slammed my fist into the wall. A crater formed and the plaster crumbled.
Strong arms circled me from behind. “I’m so sorry,” Wolfe whispered. His words tickled the back of my neck. Despite myself I leaned back into his chest. “I’ve missed you,” he said into my hair.
Every wall I’d put up since I watched his transport blast into a million pieces disintegrated with his words. It wasn’t his fault I’d thought he was gone. No, I’d fucked up there too. My shoulders shook with the tears I didn’t want him to see. Wolfe simply held me, stroking my hair. I’d missed him so much. I turned and buried my face in his chest. The strength of his embrace, the warmth radiating off of him soothed the jagged edges of my soul. Wrapping my arms around his neck I held him close, breathing in the smell of him. He was really alive.
Wolfe lifted me up and I wrapped my legs around his waist. He carried me over to the bed and sat down gently, pulling me into his lap. He rubbed my back and let me cry as he whispered how sorry he was over and over. I pulled back and stared at his face and into his bright, green eyes. My fingertips traced the line of his jaw to his lips. How many times had I thought about him? How many times had I been furious at him for not trusting me? “I told you I could handle it,” I murmured, words thick around the lump in my throat. “Maybe not well, but I did manage to escape by myself.”
Wolfe’s hands were warm as he cupped my face and pulled me close. His lips brushed mine and I kissed him back hard. Everything I’d felt in the last few months poured out of me and into that kiss.
I missed him, I wanted him, and I might even love him.
His tongue brushed mine and I sighed, tightening my arms around his neck to hold him close. “I’m sorry I doubted you,” I said against his lips, wanting to melt into him.
Wolfe held my face and pulled back a bit to search my eyes. His hand brushed the hair out of my face and he smiled. “When Kris commed the Wolfegang I’d almost given up. He told me Dr. Wallace reported your presence on Panthera.” His fingers traced a curl and his face was pensive. “I’d heard of the destruction of Enzo, but neither Ricky nor I could catch your trail. You hid it well.”
His words shook me out of my momentary bliss. I untangled myself from his arms and slipped to the ground. I made my way to the bathroom. The sink water was freezing, but I splashed it on my face anyway. Where were my pills? The headache pounded against my skull now my head was a bit clearer and not wrapped up in everything Wolfe had brought to the surface.
Dr. Wallace had been a rude reminder. One I hated. I glanced back at the captain sitting on my bed. Wolfe was still there; as real as I was. My chest hurt when I realized he had to leave. There was a knot in my throat that made it hard to swallow, and difficult to breathe without shuddering. My hands planted on the sink as I tried to catch my breath. How could I have forgotten, how could I let myself get so wrapped up in my feelings?
“You can’t stay,” I finally managed. The words sounded strangled.
Wolfe frowned, getting to his feet too quickly. My fingers itched to slam the door in his face. His argument would wear me down and the task wasn’t easy to begin with. I didn’t actually want him to leave, but I had no choice. The general would find me sooner rather than later. He still held my life in his hands. I was his perfect weapon.
“What are you talking about?” Wolfe demanded. Anger laced his voice. Good, it might be easier if he was angry with me.
I looked up and met his eyes through the mirror even though I could barely bring myself to do it. “I’m saying you need to go back to the Wolfegang and leave Panthera.” I was going to kill Dr. Wallace. He promised he wouldn’t say anything to Kris. Now everything was ruined. Everyone I loved was in danger.
Wolfe crossed his arms and his face closed off. The light in his green eyes darkened. I knew him too well and could read him like a book. He was going to be stubborn and I loved him for it. “You at least owe me an explanation,” he said with a glare.
What could I say? The shame I felt at being so easily seduced by Ryojin’s kindness made it difficult to say out loud. I couldn’t even look at him when I said the words. “It’s not safe for you here. It’s not safe for you to be around me.” My chest constricted and the pain surprised me. The truth hurt more than I thought it would. No one was safe around me. I had to remain alone and isolated until I could break the general’s hold.
I had to get out of the room. My leather pants lay in a rumpled heap on the bathroom floor. I scooped them up and brushed by Wolfe. I yanked them on. Before Enzo I would have been uncomfortable about being in a shirt and underwear in front of Wolfe, but Ryojin had made sure the weaknesses I coveted were eradicated if they hindered his goals. I may not like the general’s methods, but they were effective. My past, including the first few days after being awake no longer held power over me. I was grateful for that, and so many other things the general had given me, but one of them I couldn’t live with.
“Kat, why isn’t it safe?” Wolfe demanded, annoyed I ignored him.
My desk was still in sleep mode. I crossed the room and waved my hand over it. All of my files and current decryption programs popped up. I turned to him then, crossing my arms over my chest defensively. “Because,” I said and then hedged. I couldn’t keep the waver out of my voice. “Ryojin has complete control over me. If he orders me to do something I have to. No matter what it is he tells me to do.”
A tear escaped and I brushed it away furiously. The last thing I wanted was for him to go, but I wouldn’t let myself cry over this. The captain was alive and I would make sure he stayed that way.
Wolfe’s face softened. He took two steps forward and suddenly he was right before me with his hands on my shoulders. “Oh Kat,” he said, gently pulling me into a hug. “I’d heard he could do that, but I had no idea he would with you.” His lips pressed into my hair.
All I wanted was to give in to his strength, but I resisted. It would only make the next part harder. “It’s why you need to leave,” I said and went to step away from him, but then stopped. Wolfe would be gone soon and once again I’d be alone. I uncrossed my arms and wrapped them around him, breathing him in; sandalwood and spice with a hint of coffee.
 “Katerina I won’t leave you again,” Wolfe said into my hair. He sounded resolved – and stubborn. “I worked too hard to find you again. We’ll figure this out together.” Wolfe was resolute and honorable.
I had only one card left to play and I desperately hoped it would work, or at least shock him enough I could make my escape. “No, you don’t understand,” I said, shaking my head. “You can’t help me. If Ryojin tells me to kill you I will.” I pushed away from him and let the anger carry me through what I had to do. “Listen to me for once. I am not who you think I am. I am not some girl who got the raw end of the deal.” My words were strong. My eyes even met his so I could watch as his world crumbled. “I am over five hundred years old. I woke up from a cryogenic sleep right before I met you.”
The shock broke over his face and even though I expected it, it still hurt when he pulled back from me. I wrapped my arms around myself. My eyes stayed glued to his, it was the least he deserved. “My experiment was done in the year twenty-seventeen. So was my twin brother’s. I never had amnesia. I’ve been lying to you since day one. That is why my twin and I are different, and why the general wants me so badly.” I grabbed my boots and my jacket from my desk chair. “Celeste was right all along,” I said to Wolfe as I shoved my feet into my boots, not bothering to strap them on properly. “You never should have trusted me.” Slipping on my jacket I turned to the window, my back to Wolfe. I couldn’t handle the look of betrayal any longer. “He did things, Wolfe.” I tried to explain, to ease the pain of the truth. “Ryojin enhanced and tweaked until he made me into the perfect weapon.” I prayed he would understand.
“Wolfe!” Ricky’s voice broke the tense silence. “You found her!”
I glanced over my shoulder and saw Ricky stop dead in the doorway when he saw Wolfe’s face. Wolfe looked furious and practically growled at Ricky. His words though, they were quiet; too quiet. “You knew this whole time and you never told me.” His eyes were such a dark green they were nearly black and I shuddered at the intensity coming off of him.
“Kat,” Ricky pleaded. His eyes implored me to explain, to take the blame once again.
The brush of his mind against mine disgusted me. Mentally I shoved him out with all the effort of shooing a fly and threw up my walls. “I owe you nothing,” I spat. “Ricky, you are the reason Ryojin did what he did to me.” I had to shove by Ricky to make my way through the door.
“Katerina,” Ricky called. “Please don’t do this.”
My feet stilled at the top of the stairs as I hesitated. No, I didn’t want to push Wolfe away, but I had to, to keep him safe. Ricky I still hadn’t forgiven. Ignoring Ricky I glanced back one last time at the captain, his face a blank mask. “I know what you’re feeling, Wolfe.” He had to understand how different things were now. “You feel angry, betrayed, hurt, and confused.” I felt it rolling off of him in waves the same way I felt the touch of Ricky’s mind. “You don’t have to say it. I can feel it.” Wolfe met my eyes then and the pain I saw in them left me breathless. I had to whisper the next words or he would know I didn’t mean them. “I’ll have someone get my things from the Wolfegang tomorrow and you’ll never have to see me again.”
I ran down the steps, boots clomping.
I ran from Wolfe and the hurt I’d caused him.
It was for his own good, I told myself. The sooner he left Panthera the better. I had to hurt him. The only comfort was at least it had been with the truth. The truth was much better than a lie. I wiped my face. The bar blurred by me as I blew out the door and into the crowded alley.



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
After spending so long trying to track her from Enzo, Kristopher was able to pinpoint her location. They’d set course for Panthera the moment Kris sent over the coordinates. Months had gone by since she’d left Wolfe on Asgard and asked him to do the hardest thing he’d ever had to do. He’d let her go.
Wolfe almost hadn’t recognized Kat when he saw her in the bar. It wasn’t only that her eyes were blue but her skin was a warm, caramel color. Those wild black-brown curls he’d recognize anywhere. It might have been more difficult to see through the disguise if her face wasn’t plastered all over the spaceport.
No, what Wolfe didn’t recognize was the woman under the skin. He’d only seen the last half of the brawl in the bar so he didn’t know what the cause of it was, but he’d seen how Katerina simply didn’t care anymore. The man’s life meant nothing to her. That callousness was Ryojin’s doing.
Wolfe rubbed his hand over his scalp as he blindly wove through the small alleys of the spaceport to where Celeste waited for him. Wolfe was still having trouble processing Kat’s words. How could she possibly have lied to him this whole time? He had earned her trust and he had deserved to know the truth. He shoved through the crowds to the restaurant. Rage tickled just under his skin and he had a tight leash on it, but his social niceties were gone.
The conflicting emotions warred inside of him and he couldn’t help but wonder if they had all made a huge mistake coming after her. Wolfe still couldn’t believe Ricky had known her secret the entire time and lied to him day in and day out. He had trusted Ricky and his betrayal hurt most of all. Wolfe clamped down on the feelings and shoved them down deep. She had made him blind to her lies, to Ricky’s betrayal and it made him furious. He wanted to hit something until it shattered.
She was his weakness.
There was too much new information. Shoving his emotions behind a door and shutting it tight was the best way to get his crew safely off Panthera; his entire crew. Without emotion fogging his mind he could make the right choices and perform logically.
The door in his head closed and the captain breathed a bit easier. It allowed him to analyze Kat’s words. Ryojin had done more than train her. He had no idea how she was suddenly some kind of empath, or even telepathic but it concerned him. To achieve such an advance so quickly always caused problems when he’d been a part of the Heishi Project.
Wolfe rubbed his jaw in contemplation and spotted Celeste. He pulled out a chair and flipped it around to straddle it. He stared at his first mate with his gaze unfocused. She slurped at her soup and arched a brow at him but didn’t press.
There was no telling what else Ryojin had done to Katerina and it threw an unknown variable into his equation. He had never anticipated her outright telling him to leave without her. He didn’t know exactly what had happened with Ryojin the last few months but he knew it had been bad. She was a completely different person, and if what she said was actually true in regards to the general’s brainwashing techniques, he had a whole new set of problems on his hands.
Finally Celeste broke the silence when she’d had enough. “What did she say?” Celeste asked, slurping some more noodles into her mouth with chopsticks.
Another steaming bowl of soup was dropped off at their table and he took it gratefully. Wolfe grabbed his chopsticks and stabbed at his bowl. “She thought I was dead,” he stated, shoving noodles in his mouth.
“She thought you were dead,” Celeste repeated.
Wolfe nodded and shoved more noodles in his mouth. They were tasteless as he remembered how sure she was that he’d been a figment of her imagination.
Celeste snorted. “I doubt she took it well.” Delicately she sipped at her tea and gave him a knowing look over the rim of the cup.
She had no idea.
Wolfe still found it difficult to believe Kat hadn’t known he was alive and well. How could Ricky not have gotten through to her all these months? They had been within range. She could have heard the Olkchen without trouble. He frowned as he thought.
Perhaps the ruse had been a bad idea. Wolfe had gone through with it to shake the lieutenant’s spies. He’d made a promise to Katerina to keep Andvari and Alva’s people safe from the Federation. He’d promised to deliver the necklace to King Arik and he knew of only one way to make sure Donnelly didn’t follow them. Ricky had convinced him the choice was the best one when he told the captain he would inform Katerina telepathically.
He had no idea where Ricky was at the moment. He had only made things worse when he’d barged into the hotel room. Kat’s face had been full of pure loathing. She was still furious with Ricky and wanted absolutely nothing to do with him.
Wolfe threw down the chopsticks and planted his elbows on the table, running his hands over his head. He’d banked everything on Ricky’s words and it had been an enormous mistake. She was such a mess. He could see the heartbreak that still lingered in her eyes. Wolfe had no idea she cared for him so deeply. It seemed it had broken something in her and Wolfe knew that was how Ryojin sunk his claws so deep.
It was his fault she was how she was now. He’d seen a glimpse of the old her right before the shift, right before she’d told him to leave. When she’d decided to reveal her past, the old Kat had disappeared. Her confession had been a calculated move. “She’s furious,” Wolfe admitted. “Kat thinks it’s not safe for me – or us – to be here.”
It had surprised him how much it hurt when she demanded he leave.
Celeste leaned forward to squeeze his hand. He looked up in surprise at the unusual show of affection. “I do not blame her,” Celeste said. “I would have killed you myself if you came back from the dead.” His first mate and best friend gave him a rueful smile. “We will find a way to get through to Kat and help her.”
“She doesn’t need help,” Ricky said as he walked up. He pulled out a chair and slumped into it, defeated. “She doesn’t need us.”
The anger raged against Wolfe’s mental door. He had to take a breath to keep from grabbing Ricky by the throat and shaking him senseless. “I don’t know where you were, but clearly she does need our help,” Wolfe snapped. “She is out of control.” Ricky was out of his mind. Wolfe had been exactly where Kat was after he left the military and Celeste had picked him up off the floor. Without her help he’d probably be dead.
Ricky shook his head. “She’s in perfect control.” His orb-like eyes looked at the captain with pity. “It may not be the kind of control you want for her, but she has it.”
“What do you mean?” Celeste asked. The first mate hadn’t seen anything other than the billboards and advertisements with Kat’s face plastered all over the place. Her celebrity status had shocked them all.
A person didn’t dominate multiple different species unless they were trained by the best, trained within an inch of their life, and had a little help from the scientists along the way. All the worry and fear Wolfe had held close since she’d left him on Asgard rushed back when he’d seen her face displayed across the spaceport. She was the shining jewel of Panthera and each ad promised credits and glory.
Glory.
Kat certainly had that. They called her Shino-neko. Wolfe could hardly believe it, but he supposed with Ryojin as her tutor anything was possible.
Ricky’s face turned an ugly shade of orange-brown. He looked sick. “I didn’t know why at the time, but I hadn’t been able to reach Katerina mentally at all over the last few months. She never responded and I thought she simply couldn’t hear me. The real reason I haven’t been able to contact her is the strength of her mental walls. I tried to connect to her back there and she shoved me out of her head like one of my elders would, not the half-trained human she was only a few months ago.” He looked at Wolfe and Celeste in apology and there was a tiny flicker of fear in his eyes. “Even hungover she had more mental power than most of my people, including me.”
Wolfe’s stomach dropped and he felt himself falling, his hands clenched the table hard and the plastic creaked. The flicker in Ricky’s eyes had been so brief, but the captain had seen it. Ice ran through his veins and stabbed at him like a thousand tiny needles. Wolfe knew they should have gotten to her sooner. “She knew exactly how I felt,” Wolfe said. He couldn’t forget the words she’d spoken – no, spat at him. “Kat said it was because…” he couldn’t even bring himself to say her secret out loud. This girl who was only supposed to be his passenger, who he had saved countless times, and who had saved him…the girl he’d told his mother he loved.
Five hundred years older than him. It was a concept he couldn’t wrap his head around. “You knew,” he said again, turning to Ricky. They still had to talk about this. It wasn’t something Wolfe would simply let go.
Ricky hung his head and nodded. “It was the only way I could convince her to stay on the Wolfegang,” he said. “It’s extremely sensitive information. I thought she would tell you as you two grew closer.”
The logical side of him agreed with Ricky’s choice to keep her onboard the ship, but the emotional side wanted to pound the alien’s face into the ground. “Well she didn’t.” Wolfe snapped.
Celeste frowned, her purple eyes flicked between the two of them as she sipped her tea again. “I am not even going to ask,” she said.
Wolfe needed to change the subject before he did something he’d regret. “We need to find a way to get close enough to talk to her,” he said. His main focus was to put her safely back on the Wolfegang and in space where they could run if they needed to. Kat was still on his crew and it was his job to keep her safe. After they left Panthera Kat could do whatever she wanted, go wherever she needed. Once Wolfe got her on the ship they could figure out the rest.
“It is simple,” Celeste said. “I will enter the fights and ask to go up against her.”
Ricky shook his head before she even finished her sentence. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he warned.
“Why not?” she demanded.
Ricky shrugged. “We don’t know who we’re dealing with anymore.”
Wolfe knew he was right. The sweet, spunky woman he’d fallen for was gone. She had a new confidence about her, a surety in each movement that hadn’t been there before. On the Wolfegang she’d always been a little shy and awkward and Wolfe always found it endearing. Her new attitude was one he found familiar though. It was an addition to one’s persona he saw in the military. Men and women grew confident in their skills and their place in the universe. Kat may be in a shitload of trouble, but she knew what she had to do and she could accomplish it no matter how long it took. The confidence looked good on her.
There was the little extra he knew Ryojin was responsible for as well. It was an intensity, and a stillness. The eerie feel of a predator the base animal in humanity recognized without realizing it. The feel of another predator set off all Wolfe’s warning bells and it had been difficult to let her point the pistol at him without doing anything about it.
His training still held strong.
“We don’t have a better plan,” Wolfe muttered, shoving the bowl of soup away.
Katerina was someone he didn’t know anymore and every conversation they’d ever had was a lie. She had never had amnesia, and it made him wonder what else had she lied about. Her betrayal didn’t change how much he missed her though.
Celeste finished her soup and set the empty bowl down. “It is my decision and I will do it,” she said simply. “I will go to the arena to sign up and request a match with the champion.” Celeste couldn’t quite hide the disbelief in her voice that Katerina was somehow the undisputed victor.
Wolfe nodded in agreement and stood. “I need to contact Kris and warn him.” He checked his vambrace to make sure he could still contact his crew. “I’ll meet you two at the pits.” He turned and melted into the crowd of people, rolling his shoulders back as he walked.
The signal in the main market was bad. Wolfe had to find a booth to boost his transmission. Weaving through the crowd he planned. There was a fifty-fifty chance Celeste could get through to Kat. On the off-chance she would be stubborn and refuse yet again he’d have to come up with plan B. Wolfe doubted he could make her board his ship. She had too many allies and the advantage on Panthera. He didn’t want to break what small amount of trust remained between the two of them either.
The captain slipped into a signal booster and tapped the encoded transmission out to the rebellion leader, Kristopher. Wolfe wasn’t sure what contacting Kat’s brother could do for them, but they were family. If anyone could reach her it would be him. He had a responsibility to his sister and Wolfe marked the message as urgent before sending it out.
With any luck Kris was close enough to stop by Panthera to talk to Kat. Wolfe paused, hand hovered over his vambrace. Maybe Kris didn’t need to be close to the spaceport to arrive in time.
Wolfe still found the entire concept of gates through space to be far-fetched but he couldn’t argue with what his own eyes had witnessed. After Kris had disappeared through the gate and Katerina was captured he hadn’t been sure what to do next. He reached out to the rebel’s spies to reach Kris. Since then they’d been working together to find Kat and figure out a way to free her from the Federation. They’d been too late.
As he headed back towards the pits Wolfe knew he might not hear back from Kris in time. The brother might not receive his message while he could still do something for Kat. Wolfe had to figure out another way to reach her, but he’d been wracking his brain and he’d come up with nothing.
The threat Katerina posed couldn’t possibly be as bad as she insisted it was. They would have to convince her it would be all right. A small part of him wondered though and couldn’t ignore the very real possibility she was being completely honest. If Ryojin had complete control over Katerina they were all in a lot more trouble than they had originally planned.
His time in the Heishi Project had been nothing like hers from what he could gather. But he also hadn’t been a specimen from over five hundred years ago with nearly pure DNA. Wolfe hadn’t been a favorite of the general and Ryojin had operated differently back then. It seemed his old friend saw the value Kat had and wanted it all for himself.
It was difficult to reach the arena with any speed. The routes to the pits were clogged and everyone pushed to see Shino-neko fight. A holovid blared and music pumped through the spaceport as Kat’s face with the strange blue eyes suddenly glared at him. Her fight was about to start. He listened as people chatted excitedly. There were new challengers and Shino-neko would have more than one fight that day. Wolfe listened with half of his attention as they debated whether they should bet. Apparently the last fight was favored for the newcomer. Wolfe had known Celeste could take Kat. His first mate had beaten him on more than one occasion. He didn’t know what Ricky was so worried about.
He spotted Celeste. She was a head taller than most of the crowd. Wolfe used his broad shoulders and considerable strength to push people out of the way so he could reach Ricky and Celeste.
“Did you find what you need?” Celeste asked.
Wolfe nodded and turned towards the empty arena. “What did I miss?”
She shrugged. “The announcement of Kat’s first opponent; a Claralux,” Celeste informed him. “He is from one of the strongest warrior tribes. They usually do not venture out this far from their system. I believe she will have a difficult time with this one.”
Ricky only grunted.
Wolfe knew Ricky thought they were underestimating her. He saw a brief show of her skills yesterday, but she was sloppy and drunk. A Claralux warrior was no bar fight. They normally stood at around six-foot-five and were strong enough to easily crush human skulls with one hand. Their eyes burned fiercely bright in yellows and oranges. This one was a rare specimen. He had muscles upon muscles and his golden blond hair was loose and nearly reached his waist. He was a winner then. Wolfe felt slightly nervous for Katerina. This Claralux had won every fight for years. They only cut their hair when they’d lost and the man exuded confidence even knowing he had to fight the Shino-neko.
The fight was standing room only and somehow Celeste had gotten them a space right against the glass at ground level. Wolfe could see the tunnels clear as day and his eyes searched the one he knew Kat was in. He couldn’t see her, but he knew she was there. A flash of gold and for a second he thought he saw Tiberius, but he shook his head and the vision was gone.
Her name was called and she stalked out, hips rolling and every inch of her was focused and tight. The burning light in her eyes never wavered and suddenly Wolfe saw what Ricky had seen this entire time. She was Shino-neko.
It chilled him, but…
A part of him was drawn to the intensity. He was a moth and she was the flame. Katerina was strong and gorgeous. Every motion pulled his gaze and Wolfe couldn’t stop staring. Celeste tapped his jaw and he realized his mouth was slightly open. Wolfe closed it with a snap and glared at her.
Celeste only smiled. “She does look magnificent.”
The Claralux seemed to enjoy her as well. His eyes travelled over her body like he wanted to eat her up. It made Wolfe’s blood heat. He wanted to rip the man’s eyes out and feed them to him instead.
He shoved down the bite of jealousy, as unexpected as it was, and focused. Wolfe didn’t want to miss a thing.
Katerina stopped with a generous amount of space between her and the Claralux. She planted her hands on her hips. Confused, Wolfe frowned, but the crowd cheered louder. She lifted up her arms and smiled, blowing kisses to her fans. Her playful mood floored him. The act was for them and no one else. This was why they loved her.
A horn blared and a clock started counting. Katerina looked somewhere above their heads and winked. Briefly he wondered to whom before his eyes were drawn to her again. She turned to the Claralux and grinned, wide and toothy. It was the furthest thing from flirting, but the tall golden man ate it up.
The Claralux flicked his hands and the audible click echoed through the arena. Now he had four inch claws at the end of each finger and Wolfe winced. It would be difficult to avoid them. Kat tilted her head and clapped slowly. Whether she was impressed or not, Wolfe couldn’t tell. The Claralux moved so fast he was difficult to follow. He drew blood from her cheek and Wolfe clenched his hands on the railing. It was difficult for him to stand there and watch this. He was still furious with Kat, but he didn’t want to see her sliced into ribbons.
“Just wait,” Ricky whispered.
Celeste and Wolfe whipped their heads to the orange alien in disbelief. If they waited too much longer there might not be much of Kat left for Celeste to fight.
The Claralux attacked again and she stepped to the side gracefully, but he still nicked her. The crowd roared as blood hit the gravel. Wolfe hissed in his breath as the claws snagged her yet again.
“Look,” Ricky said. He pointed to a man across the arena with his arms crossed, glaring at Kat as she fought. The man nodded and suddenly Kat went on the offensive.
The next strike from the Claralux never landed. Wolfe didn’t see what she did – she moved too damn fast – but Kat’s hand wrapped around her opponent’s golden wrist. She held him back as she stepped into his guard, and then she punched his ribs two, no three times before dancing away. The man recovered fast though Wolfe could see he was confused and not sure how she’d managed to pound him so quickly. Wolfe knew exactly how he felt.
The two of them danced across the arena floor.
The Claralux’s attacks grew more aggressive and Kat allowed him to hurt her. Then she went in and savaged him before backing away; a cat with a mouse. When she ran up the wall and flipped over him, her eyes met the man in the crowd with his perpetual frown. His nod was slow this time and he flicked his chin towards the clock. Kat made note and waited a few more seconds as she blocked. She let one more good swipe land on her side. Wolfe could hear her grunt of pain from where he stood and he could see the blood splatter the floor only a few feet from them.
Suddenly Katerina burst into motion and grabbed her opponent’s arm as he tried to strike again. The Claralux was a vicious fighter. But against Shino-neko he seemed an amateur. The way she used his arm as leverage to run along the wall and swing herself up made him look nearly ridiculous in comparison. Her thighs squeezed his throat as she pulled up on his arm. He tried to shake her lose but she held on tight.
There was a roar as he slammed her into the wall and she released him with a gasp. Kat wasn’t done though. She flipped back up onto her feet and spun around quick with a sharp kick to his jaw. The man stumbled.
Wolfe was absolutely floored by her performance, and that was exactly what this was. He could see by the nearly bored look on her face she hardly had to try. Kat’s attacks were brutal. Her strength was unfathomable. She shouldn’t be able to land a hit on this seasoned warrior, let alone play with him. “Celeste, maybe this isn’t a good idea,” he mumbled, wincing as Kat grabbed the man by his hair.
Kat took his hand and twisted. She used his own claws to shear the long hair from his head. There was a moment of shocked silence from the crowd and then they screamed and pounded their approval. Wolfe’s stomach roiled at the show. Kat grabbed the Claralux by his shirt with both hands and simply threw him. He slammed into the wall and slid down, unconscious. The crowd went wild again and Wolfe felt like a statue; cold, numb, and immobile.
This was nothing he had ever seen before. This woman was one he no longer knew. What bothered him even more was how short her time had been with the general and he’d managed…this…the reports from the Enzo spy never said how brutally efficient she was.
Part of Wolfe reveled in it and another part was repulsed. He couldn’t deny how glorious she was. Ryojin had made her into the perfect weapon and Wolfe hadn’t thought it was possible.
He turned to Celeste and her skin was pale and clammy. “H-how?” she stammered.
“You can back out,” Ricky said. “No one would blame you.”
“How did she learn so quickly?” Celeste murmured almost to herself as they studied the human girl.
“Ryojin,” Wolfe said with a grimace. The general was known for his results. The year he ran the Academy they had more dropouts than ever before, but the students that came out of his class went on to be the best of the best.
“I will still fight her,” Celeste stated. She sounded sure of herself and resolved despite everything.
Wolfe was frightened for her. “Celeste, I don’t know if you should.” The two women hadn’t always gotten along and Wolfe feared what their past would do to Katerina’s control.
“Even if I lose, she will have to listen to me.” Celeste faced him and she was sure of her decision. “I have grown attached to this human girl.” She gave him a half-smile and clapped him on the shoulder.
Wolfe watched Celeste make her way towards the opponent’s tunnel to the arena and hated himself for letting her go. She didn’t deserve the brunt of Kat’s anger.
Kat waved at the crowd and grinned at them all, enjoying her moment in the spotlight as she waited for her next fight. Then she disappeared down her tunnel. She may have lied to him, but Wolfe couldn’t deny the way she made him feel. Even with his iron-like control over his emotions he felt the urge to be near her and the almost burning need to protect her.
Katerina didn’t need his protection anymore, but she might need to be protected from herself.



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
Blood dripped from the cuts on my body and it turned the gravel a nasty brown. They stung more than they hurt. I took a swig of water. It tasted warm on my tongue and I spat it out. A dirty taste still lingered, but it wasn’t the water. The man in charge of the fights had told me to put on a show. So I had. Part of me wondered if Wolfe was in the crowd, but I hadn’t let myself look. I hated how much I cared what Wolfe still thought about me. I didn’t think my lie was ever something I could come back from, but what if there was a tiny chance?
Would I take it?
If there was a chance, I couldn’t afford to take it. Not if I wanted to keep him alive. I couldn’t watch him die again. I tossed the water into the gravel and it soaked it up as quickly as it did my blood; ravenous.
My opponent’s name was called and instantly I went still in shock. She wouldn’t. I turned and watched Celeste walk into the fighting arena with a nervous look in her eyes. I focused on the details of her face. There was the small scar above her lip. Her hair was more of a platinum blonde than the golden blonde of the Sarmatian from the day before.
Or was it that morning? I couldn’t remember.
Celeste didn’t wave as she approached. She didn’t look at the crowd either. She walked straight to the middle and stopped. Her eyes peered into my tunnel, searching for me. There could be only one reason she was there. Wolfe or Ricky had put her up to it. Honestly I hadn’t known if she was on the spaceport with the rest of the crew or not, but it wasn’t something I had been too focused on. I was still reeling from Wolfe coming back from the dead.
When the announcer called my name this time there was no fanfare. I prowled towards Celeste, my anger rising higher with each step. How dare she come out here, put herself in danger, and force me to hurt her? It was the last thing I wanted to do. It was why I’d told Wolfe to get the hell off the spaceport.
Maybe I would let myself lose this time. “What the hell are you doing here?” I hissed, only inches from her. I always forgot how damn tall she was.
Celeste searched my face and then stared deep into my eyes. It made me uncomfortable. “Let us help you,” she said softly. It was lost in the screams and cheers of the crowd, but I still heard her. I saw her lips form the words.
The bell clanged.
I rocked back on my heels and waited to see what she would do.
Celeste dropped into her fighter’s crouch; on the defensive. She made no move to attack.
The man in charge of my fights made a ‘get on with it’ gesture. If I let her walk he’d take his cut from me however he liked. Payment in credits or blood. If I lost, he would merely take every credit I’d made. It wasn’t a huge deal, but the money funded the doctor’s research of my brain and all that was wrong with it.
“Don’t make me do this,” I pleaded. It was too late though, the fight had already started. The least she could do was attack. I dropped into my crouch slowly.
Celeste danced forward with an attack from the first form she’d ever taught me. The block came naturally, like breathing. The tension eased only slightly as she attacked again. At least now it would be more of a fair fight.
“You should leave with us,” Celeste said as she blocked my half-hearted strike. “That was pitiful.” The disgust in her voice was obvious and I almost smiled.
The next strike was stronger, but still more of a swat with my strength. “I can’t,” I told her. It was difficult to explain if Wolfe hadn’t relayed all the information. I gritted my teeth as I blocked. She left herself open and I hesitated.
“You are being a coward,” Celeste spat, throwing a spinning kick my way. “You are letting your stupid human emotions get in the way.”
Tossing her foot to the side I took a deep breath, clenching and unclenching my hands. “You don’t understand.” My voice quavered with the effort it took to keep a leash on my temper. She didn’t deserve the kind of retaliation I was capable of.
Celeste shoved me hard. I stumbled and fell to the ground. I hadn’t expected that. Her boot met my face hard and I flipped onto my stomach with the force of her kick. “You are being ignorant,” she said. “Get up.” The irritation in her words felt like a slap.
She had no idea what she was talking about. “You don’t understand!” I was no longer able to contain my frustration. No one seemed to comprehend the stakes. They didn’t get how much of a liability I was. My hands planted in the gravel and I could have sworn the spaceport shuddered in reaction. I pushed myself up to my feet and caught her hand as it snaked towards my face. My eyes were stuck to the ground. I couldn’t force myself to bring my head up and see what I knew would be on her face; disgust and fear.
I caught her second strike just as easily and I pushed down. Her arms snapped to her sides and her feet rose to her tiptoes when she lost her balance. “You are not listening,” I whispered. I snapped a kick to her chest and she flew out of my grasp and slid several feet through the gravel. “You can’t help me.” I told her as I stalked forward. She tried to block my punch. Her hand smacked into her own face and a second later my knuckles connected with her cheekbone. Something gave. “No one can help me.” My left hand curled into a fist around her shirt and I yanked her back up. “There is no one like me anymore. Only one man and he controls me.” I shook her, trying to get the words to really sink in. “No one can undo what was done but me and until then I’m putting you all in danger.”
The entire Wolfegang crew was stubborn. Each and every one of them was insistent they knew better than I did.
Celeste’s eyes were unfocused and she looked dazed. I released her and she collapsed to the ground. Her hand went to her face and despite her size and strength she looked vulnerable. I’d seriously hurt her. Shit, this is why I told them to go and leave me alone. I had control, but only just.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. She shouldn’t have provoked me.
“Finish her,” I could hear the voice of the pit master; low and distinct under the roar of the crowd.
I shook my head. No, it had been a mistake to fight Celeste. I should have thrown the match and let her beat me.
Finally Celeste looked up and focused on my face. “Wolfe won’t leave without you.”
I froze at her words. Was he watching? I desperately wanted to find him, listen in on his feelings. I knew I wouldn’t like what I heard though. Part of me was happy he hadn’t left yet and hadn’t completely given up on me, but the other part was pissed he thought he knew better.
“Just stay down.” If she didn’t make it to her feet after five seconds she automatically lost.
Thankfully all Celeste did was nod. I still didn’t know how I’d hurt her so badly.
The bell rang and the crowd booed. Suddenly Ricky was there. He helped Celeste and then picked her up. Her large form held like a baby in his small arms struck me as strange, but also natural. Ricky cared for her.
The crowd started throwing things and booing, not liking the outcome of the fight. I was done with their shit. My hand went up and then silence. They knew better. I did have some power after all my wins and if need be I would walk or let the next opponent flatten me without any fight at all.
I watched Ricky help Celeste towards the opposite tunnel and Wolfe waited there for them both. Until then I had felt apart from them, but in that moment I felt completely separate. We were no longer one entity and it hurt. My chest felt heavy and it was like a huge weight sitting on my chest plate trying to crush my lungs.
Wolfe entered the arena but he passed Ricky and Celeste and was headed straight for me. I wanted to let him come at me, but I was afraid. I was afraid I would let him get too close and lose all my resolve. I pulled out the last card I had, the one I knew would make him keep his distance.
I whistled high and loud, three beats, and then without warning Tiberius prowled from my entrance through the arena and to my side. Finally the people of Panthera could clearly see him and no one moved or even whispered. Wolfe stopped dead, taking in Tiberius’s size and the low growl of warning. The last time Wolfe had seen him he had been a cuddly little cub. Now he was death on four legs.
“I can’t watch them die,” I told my captain and inclined my head towards Ricky and Celeste. “I can’t watch you die again.” The strength I had wasn’t emotional.
There was one more fight scheduled but I couldn’t do it. I was done for the day. Turning towards the pit master who looked furious, I shrugged off the stares and headed to the exit with Tiberius. We walked towards the edge of the arena and a hush fell over the crowd. The hair on my arms rose and goose bumps tingled across my skin.
“Please welcome the fighter you’ve all been waiting for…Bahgeeeeera!”
I whipped around and saw Kris enter the arena with a big shit-eating grin on his face. Bile rose in my throat and I shot a glare over to Wolfe. The captain shrugged and instantly I knew they had used my twin as part of their backup plan.
Something hit me in the chest like a battering ram and I flew back into the wall. The air was knocked out of my lungs and I gasped in surprise. Tiberius growled and hunched down to attack. “No!” I shouted, slicing my hand to command him. I signaled for him to hide and wait. The cub growled, paced and finally disappeared down the tunnel all the while making sure I was aware how much he did not approve.
Kris grinned at me and held out his arms to invite me to attack him. My twin wasn’t messing around. I stumbled forward and opened my mouth to protest. He frowned and darted forward. Striking quick and hard. My head whipped back and stars clouded my vision. He was so fast.
“Fight me,” Kris demanded, giving me room to attack once more.
“No,” I managed. My stance was all over the place. I planted my feet and crouched, ready to defend. “You can’t be here.” I shook my head, feeling sick with despair. After everything I’d done to stay away from him. All the sacrifices and the secrets I’d kept and here he was before me. “You have to leave right now,” I pressed.
Kris looked disappointed. He snatched my arm and yanked, flipping me over. I landed on my back with a thud. The crowd roared their approval. Their hero, their leader was taking down the Death Cat. I choked down my irritation and the surge of emotion demanding me to retaliate.
I didn’t want to hurt him. The one person I swore to protect.
He struck downwards and I rolled.
“I know what you went through, little sis.” Kris told me as he angled an ax kick towards my stomach.
I rolled to my feet, bringing my arms up in time to block another hit with enough force to push me back a few feet. I gritted my teeth. The adrenaline spurred me on, but when I gave in to it combined with the emotions I could not get a handle on at the moment; bad things happened. I hurt people.
“There are soldiers in my forces who were trained by the general as you were,” Kris grunted. He spun and we danced.
All my focus was on simply avoiding his attacks. My twin was much faster than I anticipated. He had more strength than I did and it made me wonder. The two of us were a blur. I ducked and weaved and spun around my twin, getting into a rhythm.
“I understand why you’re doing this,” Kris said in between moves. “You think no one can understand you and what you have to deal with but you’re wrong. You can’t fix anything alone.”
His know-it-all attitude pushed me over the edge and I landed a punch. It shoved him off balance. He landed on his butt. Kris smiled with pride. “I knew you had it in you.”
“Kristopher, stop being an idiot.” He had limited intel. The idea the general could simply make me do whatever seemed stupid until he experienced it firsthand.
“You’re the one being the idiot,” my twin yelled. He straight up pushed me like we were little kids.
I shoved him back and glared. “Get out of here,” I snapped.
Kris responded with another attack. The roar and screams of the crowd faded away as we put our skills to the test. Neither one of us held back. We were a blur of fury and fists. My brother was well trained. I had to give him that. I hadn’t had to really work like this since my last sparring session with Ryojin.
Was Kris enhanced like I was or had he simply developed these skills on his own?
My knowledge of older fighting styles was no longer an advantage. My brother had seen all the same movies and games I had. He’d watched matches on T.V. with me and we both knew the counter moves. We knew each other too well and we were at an impasse.
I needed an edge and I had one. But was it worth using it? I’d barely trained, but Ryojin had me practice the forms endlessly. Shoving my twin back I planted my feet and held out my hands. I concentrated like Ryojin had me do a thousand times. I’d never managed more than a little wiggle, but I had fear on my side, fueling me. My twin was in serious danger around me.
Kris darted forwards and I pushed with my thoughts, making the gravel under his feet move. He stumbled and looked up at me in shock. I hated the doubt I saw in my twin’s eyes as I slowly moved one foot out and held a low lunge. I used the tai chi form and moved my arms in a circular motion to push the energy out and around, focusing my mind. The gravel swirled and moved directions. His left foot slid out from under him and he barely caught himself.
My breathing quickened with the effort and I felt the blood trickle from my ears as I lifted my knee and shoved forward with my palms facing out. Kris flew forward as the gravel shifted and landed on his face. My pulse was light and fast, skipping beats every so often and I knew I couldn’t hold it any longer.
I released the mental energy and ran forward. Kris was still picking himself up off the floor and I grabbed his arm in an unbreakable hold and snapped my knee up and to the side. His head whipped to the side and he fell to the ground again.
When he didn’t get back up right away I took a step back and wiped the blood from my nose. “I doubt any of your soldiers experienced what I have.” My words were soft, but they carried in the dead silence. I looked up and no one moved.
My eyes found my crew and Ricky had a grim set to his jaw as he propped Celeste up. Wolfe’s face was blank as he stared at the two of us. Celeste’s was so pale and her eyes were wide. Essentially I’d cheated, but Kris needed a rude awakening. They all did.
I helped my brother up and gave him a quick and hard hug. Despite his shock he squeezed me back “Let me protect you,” I whispered.
Kris made a move to say something, but I couldn’t afford to hear it. Without looking back I turned and walked to where I could see Tiberius’s glowing eyes in the dark. It was time for me to leave; I could no longer afford to stay on Panthera. Dr. Wallace could send me a transmission with his research. I had to disappear. I stumbled as the entire spaceport shuddered. A foghorn blared in rhythmic repetition. Dread filled me. I don’t know how, but it could only be one thing. The crowd scattered in a panic.
I was too late.
Whipping around I signaled Tiberius to my side. I ran to my brother. There might still be time for him to make it off the spaceport.
“The alarms,” Kris said with a frown. “We’re under attack from the Federation.”
My fingers gripped my brother’s arm and I wished he’d never come to Panthera. “You need to get out of here,” I told him.
Kris turned and his large hands covered my shoulders in reassurance. “Kat, I’m not going to leave you here to face whatever the Federation has sent alone.” He pulled me in for a hug. “We’ve been apart too long. Let me help you.”
“Kris, you’re not safe around me.” I pushed at him and tried to make him run for an exit, but he was as immovable as a rock; stubborn and stupid.
“Quite right, Katerina,” Ryojin’s voice rippled over me in a way that was both pleasant and abhorrent. The general strolled into the pits with his hands in his pockets as if he owned the place. He looked around the blood-soaked fighting pit and wrinkled his nose in disgust. His look was disappointed, as if to say he knew I was better than this.
I spun around. My eyes met the general’s and a smile broke out across his face. It was full of friendship and affection. It was like any other day on Enzo, except Enzo was gone and now I knew the truth. I’d known Ryojin would find me eventually. I simply hadn’t expected it to be so soon and at the worst possible time. My fingers gripped Kris’s bicep hard and I tried not to glance over my shoulder at Wolfe.
The general’s squadron of soldiers trickled in through one of the tunnels and spread out, guns pointing in every direction. They were a well-oiled machine and I recognized the movements of genetically enhanced soldiers like me; trained within an inch of their life. A few of them I recognized: Naois and Emi were both with him as well as Jax.
My stomach roiled with nerves and I stepped in front of my brother; Ryojin’s penetrating gaze on my twin made me protective. My mind ran through the infinite possibilities and variables in this situation. Ryojin could order me to do something, or he could take me and Kris prisoner. There was nothing I could do to keep him from turning me into a weapon against the people I loved most.
I was helpless.
“Thank you, Katerina, for bringing the leader of the rebellion to me. I knew you wouldn’t disappoint.” His hands were still in his pockets and he tilted his head as he studied my tense posture. “You are everything I hoped you would be.” There was a note of pride in his voice and I shoved down the happiness I could feel bubbling up at his words.
The guns of his soldiers had scattered what was left of the crowd. I hoped the contingent of rebel soldiers hidden among the spaceport would stay out of this. Ryojin was only here for me and if they kept their distance bloodshed would be minimal. I glanced back at my twin and he nodded, his fingers barely moving as he sent out a message on his vambrace. We needed to contain the amount of casualties.
“Have you found what you’re looking for on my plex?” Ryojin asked conversationally. As if it did not bother him in the least I had it and whatever sensitive information was hidden on there.
His confidence could be his knowledge I would never crack it all in time. “Actually the encryption has slowed me down. I’ve only been able to open a few files,” I admitted, watching him carefully.
“Ah well,” Ryojin said with a shrug. “I hope you enjoyed the reading.” His smile was sharp. He knew exactly how his files made me feel. The general was ready to take advantage of it too.
Tiberius was around, but thankfully hadn’t shown himself yet. We also had Wolfe, Celeste, and Ricky on our side. I winced. Celeste wouldn’t be up to much fighting after what I’d done to her.
Ryojin took a step toward me and held out a hand as if he expected me to take it. I tensed. “Let’s not make this difficult, Katerina. Hand your brother over to me and this will all be over.”
I felt it in my bones. The command warred with my own desires to keep him as far away from Ryojin as possible. Maybe I should have warned my twin. Maybe…maybe I shouldn’t have tried to do it all on my own. “No,” I gritted out. It took all my effort to hold myself in place and not do as he asked.
Kris shoved around me and went after Ryojin. I tried to pull him back but I was too slow and the command too strong. “Kris,” I called weakly. “Stop.”
“Don’t worry, baby sis,” Kris said, confidence in every word and movement.
Ryojin didn’t even move, but I knew him too well. He adjusted the cuff of his sleeve. “Katerina, contain your brother.”
I couldn’t even say no this time. My hand was on Kris’s wrist before I could think better of it and I yanked back. He stumbled in surprise and looked back at me in confusion. I pleaded with my eyes. “This is why I wanted you to stay away,” I whispered. “It’s bad, Kris. I can’t help it.” My twin’s eyes widened as I overpowered him, hooking my foot around his ankles and shoving him face first into the gravel as my hands deftly twisted his arms back. My knee went between his shoulder blades and I put enough pressure to keep him pinned without hurting him. I could at least do that. It wouldn’t injure Kris unless he struggled.
Ryojin clapped his hands and grinned. “Excellent!” he said brightly. “Let’s do an exercise since I don’t believe your friends quite understand, Katerina.”
Bile filled my throat as my worst nightmare came to life. This was exactly what I’d been afraid of and I wasn’t strong enough to undo it all. I barely even understand what Ryojin had done to me. I couldn’t even look at anyone I was so angry and hurt.
A gun was held out in front of me and I looked up in confusion. Emi offered it but when our eyes met her face remained blank, as if we’d never met. My gaze went to Ryojin and his little smirk confirmed it. She hadn’t listened and he’d ruined her because we’d been friends. He’d done something more than brainwash her, and it sickened me.
“Take the gun, Kat.”
My heart stilled and sweat broke out across my skin as I fought the command. I was bad enough with my bare hands. With a gun everyone could be dead within seconds. My chest heaved as I breathed like I’d just run for hours.
Kris muttered into the ground something encouraging but I was too strained to focus on his words. My knuckles were white and I gripped Kris hard enough to bruise, anything to keep myself from taking the gun in Emi’s hands. My hand spasmed and before I could clamp it down again the gun was in my grip and I could breathe easy again.
I was worthless.
There was a scuffle behind me and I could hear shouts from the crew, but it all sounded so far away as Ryojin and I stared each other down. A corner of his mouth turned up and my stomach dropped in panic. Dread filled me, heavy and it nearly gagged me.
“Katerina, stand and aim for the Olkchen.”
I was a doll, a puppet. Stiffly I stood. My arm straightened and I swung around until the pistol was aimed right at Ricky’s heart.
Naois held him with her own gun pointed at his head. Celeste was slumped in the stands but she had her mini cannon pointed at as many of Ryojin’s soldiers as she could get. Wolfe was in the pit with me, but on his knees and blood dripped from his mouth. Most of Ryojin’s soldiers’ guns were pointed at him.
Kris stood slowly as we all waited for what would happen next.
Ryojin spoke and it sounded all the more psychotic for its normalcy. “No, never mind. I remember you confessing to me how you hated this one. I doubt you’d mind if you killed him.”
I grimaced. This game had me shaking inside where no one could see I cared. I was made of wood. The general’s words had control of my body. Was there a trigger word? Or were my insecurities allowing him to have such a strong hold over me at the moment?
If only I could whistle.
I glanced at Wolfe with a tiny flick of my eyes. I couldn’t ask with words, but I pleaded with my eyes for him to understand, for him to realize this was why I’d pushed him away.
“Ryojin!” Wolfe snapped.
Internally I flinched, knowing the general too well.
Ryojin’s eyes flicked to Wolfe’s and he grinned maliciously. “Glad to see you back from the dead, Captain.” He turned his grin on me. “Katerina, aim for the heart of the one you love most.”
Fuck.
My arm wavered. Could I even follow his command when I had no idea who that was? I turned to my brother, but couldn’t help the hesitation when I looked at Wolfe. The indecision released some of the general’s hold. I brought up my fingers quick and whistled high and loud. The general’s eyes narrowed as he realized his mistake. “Katerina–-” he wasn’t able to finish the command before Tiberius appeared from the shadows and sunk his teeth into the general’s calf. Ryojin grunted in pain and turned towards the cub.
Tiberius was gone. The command had been to attack and retreat.
There was an explosion as Naois moved. Kris fought off Naois, but their skill level was almost identical and no one seemed to gain the advantage. Naois and Kris were at an impasse, but Emi joined the fight and the both of them together started to overpower him. The mini cannon blasted and someone ripped the gun from my hand during the chaos. All I felt was relief at the weapon’s absence. I could take care of myself and then some without it.
I didn’t know what to do or how to help. I was too afraid if I did anything I’d end up another one of Kris’s opponents.
Ricky’s long fingers were pulling on me. He must have been the one to take the gun away. I yanked out of his grip. “Get off me!” I snapped, furious at him.
Wolfe stumbled into us. Jax had kicked him hard and Wolfe was doubled over as he tried to catch his breath. Whatever Lyn had added to the serum was no match for Wolfe or Kris who were also enhanced. It frightened me I wasn’t the only one anymore. I may still be the best, but this new squadron could take down a small army without breaking a sweat.
Ryojin’s voice echoed through the pit. “Enough of this!” His hand sliced through the air in frustration and he stalked towards Kris with only a slight limp.
My brother was no match for Ryojin. He didn’t have the training I did. The general snapped a kick to my brother’s knee as he fought off the soldiers trying to arrest him. Kris crumbled with a grunt, holding his knee in pain. Ryojin then twisted my brother’s arm so he could force him to stand and move.
Ricky wouldn’t let me go. I knew he wanted to contain the threat I posed, but my brother was in danger. I was strong, but still not stronger than Ricky. I struggled against his grip. “Ryojin, stop!” I finally managed, arm extended towards them. “Please, take me instead.” Going with the general terrified me, but it would keep Kris away from him. The general turned to me and his piercing gaze made me fall to my knees in supplication under the weight of his scrutiny. “Please,” I begged. The word no more than a whisper. I wouldn’t fight. I wouldn’t try to escape. I would trade my life for my twin’s.
Ryojin’s face softened and I remembered why I liked him so much, and why I’d felt so close to him. “Katerina,” he said gently, taking a step towards me. His hand reached out and brushed my hair back. I closed my eyes and wished I didn’t want his touch or approval. “I never wanted you,” he said simply.
I looked up at him in confusion and the fractures in my heart splintered.
Ryojin’s lips briefly pressed to my cheek. “I was always after your twin. You’re incredible and beautiful, but he has so much more potential than you ever did.”
My world crumbled around me.
I hated that I cared. I hated how wrapped up in him I was. He had saved me from Donnelly and gave me a purpose. I was the stupid one for letting myself believe it was for more than his own twisted purposes. Months of training me and all he had wanted from me was my twin. He had needed the perfect weapon for what he wanted to attain, he never would have gotten close to my brother without me.
The bastard wouldn’t take Kris if I had anything to say about it. The compulsion to follow his orders was still there but the hatred coursing through me, shaking me from the inside out demanded retribution. It was so much stronger than his layers of mental persuasion. I stuttered to my feet, grabbed the pulse pistol from Ricky and aimed it at my brother’s skull. “I would rather see him dead than let you do to him, what you did to me.” My hand shook and my words were thick. Kris gave me a nod and never looked away from me. We stared at each other, two halves of a whole. I wouldn’t lose him again.
“Kat,” Wolfe tried to reason with me. “I wouldn’t bluff on this one.”
“Who says I’m bluffing?” I asked. My eyes found Ryojin’s and he studied me a second before frowning.
He knew me better than most.
I wasn’t bluffing.



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Time stood still for the half second it took for Ryojin to nod towards Naois. She released Kris.
My brother glanced between the general and me as he rubbed his wrists. Kris limped over to me. “Little sis?” He wanted to know if I was all right. He wanted to make sure I knew what I’d done was okay. His unspoken words told me I still knew my twin better than I knew myself.
Ryojin crossed the small space between us in a blur. Kris stiffened at the motion but I’d expected it. He stopped barely an inch from my face. Ryojin looked down at me, his fingers hovering over my jaw. “You better watch the company you keep,” he whispered. Only Kris and I could hear him he spoke so quietly. Despite his calm exterior Ryojin was furious with me. “The aliens will try to kill you.” His breath was sweet from the rare tea he imported and I winced at the memory. “It’s why the Federation enslaves them. ‘Kill them before they can kill us,’” he quoted. I had no idea from when or who, but it gave me shivers at the implications.
He stepped back and held out his hand. “You may have won this round,” he said loud enough for the others to hear. “But you’ll pay for it. Hand over your intel.”
I tensed.
I hated how much I’d revealed to this man. How close we were. Without me telling him he simply knew I’d done my research on the Jaguarundi. The seed of doubt he’d planted in me would allow nothing else after all my training. Panicked, I looked at Kris as I couldn’t stop my hand. My research was thorough. I had information that in Ryojin’s hands could decimate the entire rebellion in a few weeks, maybe even days if he felt ambitious enough.
I can’t stop, I told him with my eyes.
Kris shook his head. It’s okay, we’ll figure it out.
The order had full control of my body once again. My fingers unlatched my vambrace, knuckles white as I tried to resist, but it didn’t matter. The metal slipped off my forearm and I handed it over. My arm shook in anger and defiance. It was the better end of the deal but it still infuriated me how I reacted like a good little lap dog.
The general smiled. “Let’s be clear, Kat. Since I cannot have the rebellion to use as my own I will destroy them utterly. In twenty-four hours I’ll target outposts in Federation space and move outward, starting with this one. Burning them out like the rats they are.” Ryojin walked leisurely back to his squadron of soldiers who stood in perfect formation as they waited for their leader.
The general paused with a thoughtful look on his face. “Our treaties with the aliens will no longer be so lenient. They will sign over their rights, or they will be removed from the equation.” His hand sliced the air and I couldn’t help but picture a head rolling away from a guillotine. “Don’t be mistaken, little Kat, I’m letting you and your brother go. And now I have what I need.” He held out his hand and Naois slipped him a vial of red liquid.
Kris grabbed his arm with a grimace. She’d managed to steal a sample of his blood.
My mouth tasted like ash.
Ryojin’s smile was not pleasant. It made his features harsh and menacing rather than the warm and welcoming man I was used to. “I do have a parting gift for you, love.” Without explanation he turned and left through one of the tunnels. A lone figure walked towards us.
It was a woman and she looked oddly familiar.
“Kat,” Kris’s voice was as unsure as I felt. “Are you seeing that?”
My mouth hung open as she drew closer, hips sashaying and her gait sure despite the spaceport heaving to and fro.
She was me.
My heart pounded and a cold sweat broke out over my skin. I thought I might be sick. She was identical to me down to the last strand of hair, the freckle above her lip, and the wild black-brown hair. As she came closer I could see there was one difference. She had violet eyes. A purple so close to Celeste’s I wondered if Ryojin had mixed her cocktail with some Sarmatian DNA.
None of us moved or said a word as we watched her casually approach, feet shifting in the gravel. Despite the alarms blaring I couldn’t move. I didn’t even react when her long fingers – identical to mine – gently wrapped around my throat and squeezed. The air was blocked from my lungs and I barely had the capacity to fight her off; the shock had me immobilized.
The shouts were muffled as I lost myself in her eyes.
It was like looking in a distorted mirror. My senses and brain were overloaded. This I couldn’t process. I felt myself blacking out as hands grabbed at us and tried to pull her from me. I dropped to the ground and gulped air into my lungs, but still I couldn’t tear my eyes from her as my hand went to my bruised neck.
It took Kris, Wolfe, and Ricky to bring her down and twist her arms behind her. They pressed her face into the nasty gravel, but she never looked away from me.
“Kat, get up!” Celeste yanked on me. The surprise of her using my actual name barely registered. Her brute strength hauled my ass off the ground though and she dragged me along as the boys led the way. The alarms seemed to blare louder as I realized we were headed towards the docks and presumably the Wolfegang. I wrenched my arm from Celeste’s grasp and turned back towards the dingy hotel above the bar. I couldn’t leave all my research. The time and effort I spent on it would not go to waste.
I placed my fingers in my mouth and whistled high and loud twice; ‘attend.’ Tiberius jumped down from the audience seats, licking the blood from his chops as he trotted over.
“You got her?” Kris asked Wolfe and Ricky.
It was strange to watch Wolfe and her in front of me. I stumbled with a strange vertigo at the out-of-body type experience. But she was flesh and blood. My mind reeled with the odd vision.
Ricky nodded and I knew the two of them would be fine with his ridiculous strength. Like an ant, he’d once told me.
Tiberius pressed against my legs as he watched Wolfe and Ricky cart off my…clone. The concept hurt my brain. Was she me? Or was she her own person? Did she have a soul? How did it work if she wasn’t actually born?
“Kat!” Kris shook me out of my daze. “Let’s grab your stuff and get out of here.”
I nodded mutely.
“You with me?” my twin asked, searching my eyes.
Finally I focused on the identical gray eyes in my brother’s face. “I have a clone,” I said dumbly. My skin tingled with numbness.
“Hey,” Kris said as he cupped my face. “I need you to focus. Take me to your room.”
Tiberius nudged me and finally I snapped out of it, my fingers clutching his fur spastically. “This way.”
I jogged through the arena and out the tunnel nearest the bar. Everyone had disappeared. The door to the bar was open, but it felt off. Not warm and inviting as it usually was. There was no danger I could feel. Ryojin had already come and gone. I prayed he hadn’t taken his plex.
We stomped up the stairs and I slammed my hand against the door. It scanned for an eternity before finally opening. I burst through and went straight to my desk where I’d left the general’s plex. It was still there, running one of my programs in an attempt to crack open another file. I placed my hands on the desk to rest for a moment and took a deep breath. Relief flooded me, but it was short-lived.
Ryojin knew I had his plex. There would only be two reasons he would let me keep it. He thought I was too stupid to unlock his files in time for it to make a difference to his plans. Or nothing important was on it and the whole endeavor was created to waste my time while he moved his pieces across the board. If I’d wasted all this time sitting here and trying to open something that wouldn’t even give me the answers I needed…I wanted to rip the plex off the desk and throw it against the wall.
I slammed my fists into the desk instead and the glass cracked. The plex stuttered mid-program and I slowly released my breath, trying to regain control.
Kris had my pack open and tossed whatever he thought was mine into it. “We don’t have time for a temper tantrum,” he commented. “This place is going to fall apart soon and you need to be off Panthera before it happens.”
“What if…” I trailed off, not knowing what to say.
Kris paused in his flurry of activity. “What if he planted the files to test your loyalty? What if he really is your friend?” Kris raked his finger through his hair and gave me a sad look. “I know you feel close to him, but you can’t deny he owns you. He controls you Kat, and a friend wouldn’t do that.” He was right. I knew he was. A small part of me was desperate for the last few months to be real, and not this huge life-ruining lie.
Kris hefted my pack over his shoulder. Tiberius prowled the room, as if he was looking for something. “For what it’s worth I’m sorry,” my twin said. He didn’t understand what had happened, but he could see my emotional turmoil.
I almost laughed. “This isn’t your fault.”
My brother crossed the room and pulled me into a hug. “Maybe not, but I feel responsible. Ever since I woke up in that hospital basement I’ve been trying to keep you safe.” He stepped back and inspected me. “I feel like I’ve failed miserably.”
I pulled him in for another hug and we held each other for a moment. Our past held us together tight. The times we’d been there for each other over the years kept our bond strong, and my love for my brother would never waver. The last three years had been hard on him. He hadn’t had me to lean on as much as I didn’t have him the last year.
“Now I’ve found you, I’m not going anywhere,” I promised him, my face pressed into his shoulder.
“I know, Kat. But I can’t go with you.”
Tiberius pulled out something from under the bed and I realized it was my favorite leather jacket. I thanked the cub and yanked it on. “What do you mean?” I asked Kris, taking my bulging pack from him.
We kept a brisk pace as we jogged down the stairs, out the bar, and around the fighting pits. Briefly I hoped the bartender and his wife were okay.
Kris had to have a ship he’d arrived on. I’d go with him until we figured out what to do next.
The spaceport was deserted. The alarms continued to blare. Trash, food, and personal items were scattered across the floor; dropped in a panic as people ran to their evacuation routes. There were even a few stoves and grills left on, leaving the scent of burnt and charred foods to linger in the air like a bad omen.
The docks were in utter chaos as people left with no care to regulations and rules. Debris littered the surrounding space through the glass from a few accidents and collisions. “Where is your ship?” I asked my brother, pausing before the three separate terminals and searching every possible route.
“I used a gate. The doctor and his assistant used it to leave before I made it to the pits. Unfortunately it’s rigged to self-destruct if the spaceport is compromised.” Kris grabbed my biceps and stooped down to catch my eye. “I need you to tell me exactly what was on that vambrace.”
I winced and looked away. Ryojin’s information had been nearly impossible to get, but it was almost too easy to gather intel on the Jaguarundi. The general had made sure I could access anything from his enemy. “Everything,” I whispered.
Kris paled. “Everything?” The weight behind his words made my stomach drop.
Tiberius pressed against my leg facing the rest of the spaceport, guarding against any danger at my back. I leaned in to the cub slightly, soaking up his strength and love. I needed courage to tell my brother what I’d been doing. “I needed to know who was lying,” I said, ashamed of myself and everything Ryojin made me believe. “I had to know for myself which was the right side.”
Kris shook me. “Kat, tell me what was on there.”
“Rebel outposts, supply runs, hidden bases, various benefactors and officers. Guerrilla tactics I’ve noticed, patterns and strategies I recognized, Dr. Wallace and his practice, Leo, and Imri on Speed. Everything I know.”
Suddenly my twin’s face was flushed and he looked panicked. “Did you put the information about the gates on there?” he hissed.
I yanked back, annoyed. “Of course not, do you think I’m an idiot? Keeping the gates a secret is the reason I gave myself up to Donnelly in the first place.”
Kris nearly collapsed with relief. “I can work with him knowing everything but that.”
I didn’t know how, but I would trust him. “What are you going to do?” I asked.
He steered me down the second terminal and Tiberius followed close, nose in the air. I recognized his tracking stance and knew he’d found a scent he recognized. I resisted, but it was half-hearted. “I have to do some serious damage control,” he told me as we passed ship after ship. “It’s not your fault, Kat. I would expect nothing less of you.” He gave me a quick grin to reassure me. “I’ll have to put out a ‘go to ground’ message and hope they all get it in time.”
The relief was strong, but it twisted with my anxiety. If I’d made the wrong call and betrayed Kris I didn’t know what I would have done. I only hoped there wouldn’t be too many casualties because I put my brother first.
 Then Kris gave me a look I knew all too well. Whatever he was about to say was going to make me mad, and he didn’t want me to lose my shit. “I can’t go with you on the Wolfegang.”
“No, I meant I’ll go with you,” I corrected him. The thought of being in space on the small ship with the crew and my clone made my skin crawl. “We’ll find a ship. I can’t go on the Wolfegang.”
He shook his head. “Go with them and I’ll meet you at the safe house. Here’s a direct comm,” Kris said and stuffed something in my pocket. Suddenly we stopped and Wolfe stood in front of the airlock, waiting for me. The captain had known I would go with them.
I glared at my brother. “I can’t,” I hissed.
Wolfe was far enough away a normal person couldn’t hear our conversation, but Wolfe wasn’t normal. Kris’s eyes softened when he saw my glance at the captain. He pulled me in for a big hug. “He’ll forgive you. He loves you.”
It hurt to hear him say the words, because it was exactly what I needed to hear. And I didn’t believe it. “I lied to him,” I whispered. “I finally told him the truth and now he knows I betrayed him.”
Kris stepped back to inspect me. “You told him how old you are? Got you. Don’t worry, he’ll get over it. Just give it time.” He tousled my hair playfully and for once I let him. My twin was about to leave me again and already I could feel the bottomless pit open wide at the idea of his absence. I may not be physically alone on the Wolfegang, but it wouldn’t be the same as it was before.
“You have to be strong to admit when you’re weak,” Kris told me. “To admit when you need help.” He kissed my forehead. “Don’t be afraid to be strong.”
Kris turned and went down another path.
I stood there, staring at the place where he’d disappeared. The spaceport rocked again and I stumbled. My fingers clenched and held my pack tight as I turned to the captain. Wolfe said nothing as he stared at me, waiting for me to make the first move. Two ships collided behind him and the impact from the explosion tore a piece of the spaceport away from the asteroid.
Still he said nothing. This was up to me. Wolfe wouldn’t force me.
Tiberius whined and pushed against my leg, tail slashing through the air. Gathering my courage I stepped forward and Wolfe burst into motion, ushering me onto the Wolfegang. We ran up the stairs to command as Wolfe shouted orders.
The cargo bay doors slammed shut behind us and I heard the airlock hiss. Tiberius and I went to my assigned station on the Wolfegang during a ‘drop everything and ditch’ incident. Celeste was always offense, but ever since I tweaked the shields to run with the crystals I’d been in charge of keeping them running strong; I signaled for Tiberius to hide. It wasn’t safe for him until we established some ground rules with the crew. He was no baby anymore.
“Celeste, blast the debris out of our path. We have to clear Panthera before it blows,” Wolfe ordered as he tapped out commands for the ship. “Ricky set the coordinates to the hyperdrive for our safehouse. Make at least three stops to hide our destination.”
I wanted to know where we were going but clamped down on the questions. It wasn’t the time. Was I even welcome after everything I’d done to stay away and push them as far from me as possible?
“Got it, Captain.” Celeste didn’t question him and blew us a clean path.
The shields went up. I activated them to protect us from the small bits of debris as it bounced off the crackle of black energy. What I wouldn’t give for the quick little marauder I’d sold off. It would have been faster and more nimble than the Wolfegang.
The Wolfegang wove through pieces of the spaceport already broken off, ships dead in space from the damage, and other vessels trying to escape. I closed my eyes for a brief second and prayed my brother made it off Panthera safely.
“Hyperdrive at one hundred percent,” Ricky announced.
“Activate.” Wolfe braced against his console and we followed his example.
The pull through my navel warned me before the ship jumped into the bright light of hyperspace. We popped out a few minutes later before jumping again. When we finally stopped I was nauseated. Ricky barely clung to his console and he would need time to recover.
“Celeste?” Wolfe asked as he surveyed the space in front of us.
Off in the distance I could see a planet with two moons. Another planet not too much farther out from the pretty purple one was visible as well.
“Nothing on the scanners, sir.”
Ryojin wouldn’t let us go only to follow us, but I kept my mouth shut.
“Good, we’ll orbit until we can make a plan.” Wolfe turned and left Command.
“I need to check on the prisoner.” Ricky stumbled towards the galley and I could hear him banging around as he made tea.
Celeste and I were the only ones left on Command and we both stood staring at the planet. “I am sorry,” she said.
It shocked me enough to break my focus of scanning for unknown ships. “For what?” I asked. I was the one who should be apologizing. They didn’t like it, but I had done what I did to keep them safe. Didn’t mean I enjoyed hurting the crew.
“I should have come to talk to you myself. Letting the captain speak to you and taking his word for the incident was a mistake women on my planet do not allow. We never take a male’s word over a female’s without investigation. They tend to be emotional and inaccurate at relaying details.”
I couldn’t help myself, I laughed. Despite everything I laughed out loud. Celeste somehow knew exactly what I needed to hear; woman to woman. “I’m sorry for hurting you,” I said.
She came over to me and placed a delicate, long-fingered hand on my shoulder. “I forgive you. I should have simply come to you to speak.”
“Yes, but I doubt I would have allowed you near me.” The threat I posed was still very real. Just because Ryojin wasn’t around didn’t mean I knew everything he’d hidden in my head.
Celeste merely nodded. “Your room is untouched. Everything is as you left it.”
I smiled. So she had gone in there.
“Go speak to the captain. He needs you even if he is angry and confused. I will check on this…other you.”
Gratitude filled me. She must know how anxious I was about Ricky alone with her. “Don’t let him hurt her,” I whispered. The clone creeped me out, but she was still made from me. She looked exactly like me…it wasn’t something easily overlooked. Celeste nodded and then I was alone on the bridge.
I closed my eyelids and simply listened. The engines roared and I pushed away the noise; searching. The sound of Ricky drinking his tea brought me to the galley, and I kept going. The noise of Tiberius chewing on something in the common area worried me for a moment, but I figured he would be fine. Celeste’s boots clomped down the stairs to the cargo bay where I assumed they were keeping the…clone. I still hesitated on the word.
Deeper I pushed my hearing as I searched for Wolfe. He wasn’t in his office or his quarters behind the office. No, he was on the observation deck. The vibration of his footsteps as he crossed the room and deactivated the holographic program reached me as did the sound of the machine’s slowing motor. I imagined the glass clear and the stars shining in. The fabric of his shirt rustled as he crossed his arms.
My eyes opened and I looked out at the same stars he was. I may not want to, but we needed to talk this out if I was going to be with the crew for a while. My throat closed around a lump and the emotions rose up and overwhelmed me. I couldn’t simply push them down again. They needed to be let out.
I took the stairs to the observation deck two at a time keeping my feet light and silent. There was no sound as I crossed the floor and stopped a few feet behind him. Would Wolfe know I was there, or had I surpassed even his hearing? I sighed.
“You’re good,” he murmured, startling me. “But you need to work on your breathing.”
My heart fluttered as he turned. I was nervous and sick at the speculations running through my head. Wolfe’s green eyes searched my still blue ones. Mentally I reached out and then pulled back. I didn’t want to know how he felt. He could tell me himself.
I shrugged. I wouldn’t apologize, because I didn’t regret my actions. What I’d done was for the best and I still thought so.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Wolfe asked.
The lie. He was stuck on my deception.
I looked away and studied the moons in the distance. “At what point would it have been suitable for me to tell you the truth once I trusted you? Weeks had already gone by and you would have been just as angry then.” Once a lie was begun, there was never a good way out of it. Someone would always get hurt.
Wolfe ran a hand over his face. He knew I was right even if he didn’t like it. It was never easy to come back from a lie. “I suppose you could have told me when you’d told me your other secret.” His voice was defeated, no longer angry.
I crossed my arms defensively. “I almost did, but it’s not something you really say, like ‘oh by the way I’m ancient and slept for hundreds of years so now I’m pretty much a moron.’” I uncrossed my arms and shook out my hands. The tears threatened to spill over and I looked up to try and hide them. “Look, I never meant to stay on this ship for longer than a few weeks. I never thought I would become a part of this family. And I certainly never thought I’d fall for you.” I met his eyes then to drive my point home.
Wolfe growled in frustration. He stalked towards me and crossed the room quicker than an average human. His large hands brushed my face before his arms wrapped around me and pulled me close. “I’m still angry with you,” he muttered into my hair.
The tears fell. They stained my cheeks and his shirt. I pressed my face into his chest and laughed awkwardly. “Will you eventually forgive me?” I asked softly. My hands pressed against his strong back as I braced myself. “There are things I’ve done…what I am now…” I didn’t know how to tell him all that was wrong with me.
Wolfe pulled back and searched my face with those jade-green eyes of his. His thumb wiped away the trail of tears. “I made you a promise, Katerina, and I intend to keep it.” He bent down and then hesitated.
I wrapped my hands around his neck and pressed my lips to his. He was gentle and soft at first. Wolfe’s answering kiss left me breathless. One of his hands wrapped in my hair and the other gripped my waist, pulling me up and into his strong arms. Safe and protected.
“I forgive you,” he said against my lips. “We can work out everything else later.” Then he kissed me long and slow.
A smile broke through my tears. Our situation was messy but Wolfe was alive. We were safe for the moment and we would figure out the rest.
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